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Preface

This is the eighth time I have revised The American Past. My 
take on so many of the topics I deal with in the book has 
undergone such heels over head changes from edition to 
edition that, thumbing through one of the older versions, I 
sometimes wonder what in the world I could possibly have 
been thinking when I dispatched it to the publisher.

In one matter, however, I look at The American Past today 
with precisely the same aspirations with which, almost three 
decades ago, I typed out the first page of the first chapter of the 
first edition. My ambition is that The American Past be enjoy-
able as well as educational reading. Like other professors who 
have taught a United States history survey course for many 
years, I long ago recognized that a large proportion of my stu-
dents found it onerous to plow through a textbook on a subject 
that did not particularly interest them. A majority of survey 
course students are captives. They are treated better than galley 
slaves but they are seated at their oars only because American 
history is a required course or because a section of the survey 
was the only offering in a time slot they had to fill before their 
semester schedule was stamped “OK.” They are accounting or 
botany or mathematics or physics majors for whom history has 
few charms, particularly if their textbook is a dry-as-dust reci-
tation of facts, essential as they are to the course, and full of his-
torical interpretations that only readers already well-schooled 
in the facts can appreciate.

So, here in the ninth edition, as in the first, I have re-
minded myself while revising and often writing each page 
from scratch that my students, with all their innumerable 
interests and with the tantalizing diversions that surround 
them on campus and beyond, have to be seduced into read-
ing the book—simply reading it!—because it is a pleasant ex-
perience to do so—illuminating, interesting, and even, here 
and there, amusing.

I am too old and battered to worry about a 100 percent 
success rate. But I am gratified to be able to say that from 
the start until just a few months ago, I have regularly opened 
letters from dozens of history instructors who, in addition to 
criticisms of my take on various topics, added compliments 
to the effects that “for me, nevertheless, The American Past
is indispensable. My students actually read it. They take me 
aside to tell me how much they like the book.”

That is more than good enough for me. If students are 
reading The American Past and they like it, they must be 
learning some American history, which is what the survey 
course and textbooks are all about.

New to This Edition
There is a great deal of material that is brand new to this 
edition of The American Past. I have added fresh corrobora-
tive evidence in every chapter and rewritten several lengthy 

multichapter sections of the book to take into account his-
torians’ findings in recently published studies. For example, 
the wars between colonials and native populations during 
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, especially the 
French and Indian War, have attracted the attention of half a 
dozen perceptive historians since the eighth edition was pub-
lished. So, I have restructured and written anew large parts 
of Chapters 6 through 10 to reflect this recent scholarship. 
There is also a good deal that is conceptually new with this 
edition about Indians and Indian-settler relations in Chap-
ters 2, 5, and 30. Several chapters have been reorganized so 
fundamentally that, although they deal with the same topics 
as the equivalent chapters of the eighth edition, they may be 
described as “completely redone”: Chapters 5, 6, 7, 13, 17, 
and, of course, the final two chapters.

I have reorganized the subjects dealt with in Chapters 13 
and 14 of the eighth edition in the interests of clearer 
pre sentations. Some instructors will want to modify their 
syllabuses. Chapter 17 includes expanded treatment of reli-
gious beliefs and the Protestant denominations during the 
early nineteenth century. I have combined the material in the 
eighth edition Chapters 18 and 19 (slavery and the South) into 
a single chapter in this edition—Chapter 18. As a result, the 
chapter enumeration from Chapter 19 to Chapter 47 differs 
from that in the previous edition. The equivalent of Chap-
ter 20 in the eighth edition (American Expansion 1920–1848) 
is, in this edition, Chapter 19 and so on through Chapter 46. 

The accounts of the War with Mexico (Chapter 19) and of 
the Irish famine immigrants of the 1840s and 1850s, and the 
Know Nothing movement that rose in response to them have 
been redone. I have moved my discussion of urban political 
machines from Chapter 26 (late nineteenth century politics) 
to Chapter 29 (urban America). I have expanded the discus-
sion of urban development in the late nineteenth century 
(Chapter 29), adding new anecdotal and statistical evidence as 
well as insights new to me. I have recast coverage of American 
interventionism in the Caribbean and Central America based 
on recent scholarship (Chapters 34 and 35). Financial booms 
and busts of the early twenty-first century provided the in-
spiration to re-do my discussions of the land speculations of 
the early nineteenth century and the Florida land boom and 
Coolidge Bull Market of the 1920s (Chapters 14, 38, and 39).

Chapter 47 is new; there was no equivalent in the eighth 
edition. Chapter 47 brings together the story of race in 
twentieth-century America and the African American 
struggle for equality that culminated in the civil rights move-
ment of the 1950s and 1960s.

The eighth edition Chapter 51 (1992–present) has been 
divided into two topically organized chapters. The revised 
Chapter 51 deals with the social and cultural history of the 
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final third of the twentieth century, including an almost 
entirely new discussion of late twentieth-century religion. 
Chapter 52 treats political and economic history from 1992 
to 2009.

In addition, I’ve made the following general updates: Ten 
of the popular “How They Lived” features are new to this 
edition (Chapters 1, 12, 14, 19, 21, 23, 25, 32, 33, and 35). 
I have updated the “Further Readings,” adding important 
titles published since the eighth edition. In response to 
a request by an instructor who has long assigned the text,
I have added a new category to the “Further Readings”—
”Classics”—books the value of which has not decreased with 
the years because of their literary quality or historiographical 
importance. After every third or fourth chapter, I have in-
serted a pedagogical tool, “Discovery” that defines problems 
for, and asks questions of, students based on primary source 
excerpts, images, and maps.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I will list those persons to whom I owe thanks for the contri-
butions they made to this book in the order that I contracted 
my debts to them.

One’s first task in revising a textbook is to review criti-
cisms of the previous edition. The reviewers this time 
around were particularly helpful. I have not agreed with 
every one of their criticisms. In some cases limitations of 
space prevented me from fully responding to some sugges-
tions for improvement with which I was in agreement. In 
most instances, however, I adjusted the discussion accord-
ing to their advice, and I am grateful for every suggestion 
provided by the professors of history who gave parts of the 
book a close once-over.

List of Reviewers
Caroline Barton, Holmes Community College
B. R. Burg, Arizona State University
Richard A. Dobbs, Gadsden State Community College
David Long, East Carolina University
Karen Markoe, SUNY Maritime College
James Mills, University of Texas—Brownsville
Lex Renda, University of Wisconsin—Milwaukee
Delilah Ryan, West Virginia Northern Community College
Scott E. White, Scottsdale Community College
Mark R. Wilson, University of North Carolina—Charlotte

Task number two, of course, was a chapter by chapter, 
page by page rewrite, which meant researching problems the 
reviewers pointed out or were obvious to me after several 
years away from the book.

Every day revising The American Past generated up to a 
dozen questions of fact that needed confirmation and every 
week the titles of up to a dozen books I needed to read or 
re-read. Occasionally I needed to consult hard-to-find books 
and for this I had the astonishingly good fortune to be

acquainted with librarian Susan M. Kling of Bandon,
Oregon. Ms. Kling cheerfully designed and administered a 
massive interlibrary loan operation that put hundreds of ti-
tles on my desk at no more inconvenience to me than typing 
out lists for her. I am grateful beyond graceful expression.

For the fourth time, Wadsworth/Cengage Learning as-
signed Margaret McAndrew Beasley as the Developmen-
tal Editor for this text. She conveyed Wadsworth’s guide-
lines to me, selected reviewers for every chapter, provided 
useful wrap-ups of the reviewer comments, and—much 
appreciated—communicated with me, sometimes several 
times daily to resolve questions as they came up, thus avoid-
ing traffic jams further on. I have long since come to think 
of Margaret’s efficiency as just normal which, when I think 
about it a bit, I know is singular indeed. There cannot be 
many people in the business as good at her job as she is. After 
doing four revisions of the book under her guidance and 
supervision, I am still astonished by her calm and courteous 
demeanor as well as by her fine suggestions for improvement 
throughout the process.

After Margaret Beasley’s review, my material was put into 
the hands of Lauren Wheelock, Content Project Manager. 
Lauren ably oversaw and coordinated the many hands re-
sponsible for milling my ruminations into a big, handsome 
book while keeping the entire project on schedule. Project 
Manager Teresa Christie of Macmillan Publishing Solutions 
saw The American Past through copyediting, proofreading, 
design, art, map making, composition, and indexing. Martha 
Williams fixed up my worst sentences; Heather Mann did the 
proofreading.

I worked directly with Catherine Schnurr, photo re-
searcher with Pre-Press PMG. Catherine is a master of pic-
torial resources. Repeatedly she found illustrations that I 
did not believe existed but asked for them anyway. And in 
most cases, Ms. Schnurr gave me a choice of two or more 
illustrations of subjects I thought would be beyond graphic 
depiction.

Assistant Editor Megan Curry has managed the team of 
supplements authors to make sure that each of the ancillaries 
accompanying this text stays true to the approach and re-
vised content in The American Past.

And a Word to Students . . .
This is a textbook history of the United States written for 
you—many of you may be women and men just setting out 
on your college educations.

“Textbook” means that the author is careful to stick close 
to the tried and true essentials—to sidestep the slippery spots 
on the trail where the specifics are uncertain and it is too easy 
for everyone to take a spill.

“History” means that our subject is the people and events 
of the past that have made us what we are today. Not just 
“the facts.” They are usually easy. What happened to our 
country at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on December 7, 1941, 
is well known and easily documented. The facts do not 
change. But in retelling them, historians discover new ways 
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in which American society was changed by the Japanese at-
tack that day. The facts remain the same. History changes 
all the time.

History changes when documents believed to be lost for-
ever turn up, sometimes in dusty corners of farmhouse at-
tics. (It really does happen.) Or, documents we never knew 
existed are discovered, sometimes in the archives where 
they belonged, but on the wrong shelf. The diaries of im-
portant men and women that were legally sealed for thirty 
or forty years by the terms of their wills are opened. Gov-
ernments release memoranda that had been stamped “Top 
Secret.” With fresh sources like these, historians quite often 
change their own and our collective understanding of past 
events.

History can change when documents long in full view but 
indecipherable are suddenly comprehensible. Just since the 
first edition of The American Past was published, scholars 
who, for a century, had scratched their heads in bewilder-
ment at the carvings on ruined Maya temples in Central 
America decoded what were also hieroglyphics. Almost in an 
instant they were able to draw a new portrait of the Maya 
civilization that was quite at odds with what they had previ-
ously suspected (and had been describing in textbooks like 
this one).

New technologies can also change history. The comput-
er’s capacity to crunch huge numbers meant that data that 
had been too vast for historians to do much with (for ex-
ample, the handwritten reports that armies of census tak-
ers turned into the Census Bureau every ten years) became 
founts of a rich social history that, before the Cyber Age, 
was unimaginable. Moldering baptismal and marriage 
registries in thousands of churches became historical 
goldmines.

Fresh perspectives, new vantages from which to look at 
past events, have changed history. In the second half of the 
twentieth century, demands for better treatment by African 
Americans, Native Americans, Mexican Americans, women, 
and other groups with special interests led not only to 
political and social reforms, but also to research in African 
American history, American Indian history, and so on from 
the perspective of those groups. Environmental history, a 
rich and imaginative field of study today, came into being 
quite recently as a side effect of the recognition that our own 
environment has problems.

Finally, individual historians of genius change history 
when, poring over documents that hundreds of people 
had read before them, see something that none of their 
predecessors had noticed or thought much of. It does not 
happen often, but every now and then there comes along 
a book that, written from long familiar sources, without 
employing any new technology, and inspired by nothing 
outside the historian’s mind, is so compelling in its insights 
that history—our understanding of the past—is radically 
changed.

Because American history is constantly changing, text-
books like this one must be revised every three or so years.

All of this is old hat to research historians, to history in-
structors, and to graduate students. I have run through it here 
because The American Past has not been revised for them, 
but for first- and second-year college and university students 
who, happily or under duress, are enrolled in a United States 
history survey course. The American Past is written for men 
and women who are majoring in accounting, botany, mathe-
matics, psychology, zoology, or any of five dozen other fields. 
The idea that history is eternally in flux may be an idea new 
to them.

My goal, through nine editions now, has been to produce 
and improve a book that, even for reluctant readers, will be 
a pleasure to read. It has made my day (on quite a few days) 
when I open a letter or an e-mail from a history instructor 
that says, “my students really like your book.” That is my 
purpose and, of course, to present the history of the United 
States as I have understood it at a moment in time not too 
long before your instructor’s first lecture.

Using the “Discovery” Sections in This 
Textbook to Analyze Historical Sources: 
Documents, Photos, and Maps
Astronomers investigate the universe through telescopes. 
Biologists study the natural world by collecting plants and 
animals in the field and then examining them with micro-
scopes. Sociologists and psychologists study human behav-
ior through observation and controlled laboratory experi-
ments.

Historians study the past by examining historical “evi-
dence” or “source” materials—government documents; 
the records of private institutions ranging from religious 
and charitable organizations to labor unions, corporations, 
and lobbying groups; letters, advertisements, paintings, 
music, literature, movies, and cartoons; buildings, clothing, 
farm implements, industrial machinery, and landscapes—
anything and everything written or created by our ancestors 
that give clues about their lives and the times in which they 
lived.

Historians refer to written material as “documents.” Brief 
excerpts of documents appear throughout the textbook—
within the chapters and in the “Discovery” sections. Each 
chapter also includes many visual representations of the 
American past in the form of photographs of buildings, 
paintings, murals, individuals, cartoons, sculptures, and 
other kinds of historical evidence. As you read each chapter, 
the more you examine all this “evidence,” the more you will 
understand the main ideas of this book and of the course you 
are taking. The better you become at reading evidence, the 
better historian you will become.

“Discovery” sections, appearing every three to four chap-
ters, assist you in practicing these skills by taking a closer 
look at specific pieces of evidence—documents, images, or 
maps—which will help you to connect the various threads of 
American history and to excel in your course.
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Online and Instructor Resources
Instructor’s Manual with Test Bank. Prepared by Stephen 
Armes, this manual has many features, including chapter 
outlines, chapter summaries, suggested lecture topics, and 
discussion questions maps and artwork as well as the docu-
ments in the text. World Wide Web sites and resources, video 
collections, a Resource Integration Guide, and suggested 
student activities are also included. Exam questions in-
clude essays, true-false, identifications, and multiple-choice 
questions.

PowerLectures. This resource includes the Instructor’s 
Manual, Resource Integration Grid, ExamView testing, and 
PowerPoint slides with lecture outlines and images that can 
be used as offered or customized by importing personal 
lecture slides or other material. ExamView allows instructors 
to create, deliver, and customize tests and study guides (both 
print and online) in minutes via an easy-to-use assessment 
and tutorial system. Instructors can build tests with as many 
as 250 questions using up to twelve question types. Using 
ExamView’s complete word processing capabilities, they can 

enter an unlimited number of new questions or edit existing 
ones.

Transparency Acetates for U.S. History. This set contains more 
than 150 four color map images from all of Wadsworth’s U.S. 
History texts. Packages are three-hole punched and shrink-
wrapped.

Wadsworth American History Resource Center. http://
ushistory.wadsworth.com. Organized chronologically with a 
user-friendly time line navigation bar, this Web site acts as a 
primary source e-reader with more than 350 primary source 
documents. It also includes time lines, photos, interactive 
maps, exercises, and numerous other materials you can as-
sign in class. Contact your representative for information 
about providing your students with access to this resource.

Book Companion Web site. The Book Companion Web site 
includes learning objectives, tutorial quizzes, essay ques-
tions, Internet activities, and glossary flashcards for each text 
chapter to support what students read about in the book and 
learn in class.

DISCOVERYDISCOVERY DISCOVERY

Did the differences between Native American and European cultures make 
violence, conf  lict, and the ultimate destruction of the Indians inevitable?  If so, 
why?  If not, why not?

Culture and Society: What is the artist who drew this early European depiction of Native Americans trying to tell 
his fellow Europeans about the Indians’ culture?  What is the message about the Indians in this excerpt from the 
writings of Father Bartolomé de Las Casas, a Dominican friar in the Americas?

Bartolomé de Las Casas, “Of the Island of Hispaniola” (1542) 

God has created all these numberless people 
to be quite the simplest, without malice or 
duplicity, most obedient, most faithful to 
their natural Lords, and to the Christians, 
whom they serve; the most humble, most 
patient, most peaceful and calm, without 
strife nor tumults; not wrangling, nor 
querulous, as free from uproar, hate and 
desire of revenge as any in the world. . . . 

Among these gentle sheep, gifted by 
their Maker with the above qualities, the 
Spaniards entered as soon as they knew 
them, like wolves, tiger and lions which had 
been starving for many days, and since forty 

years they have done nothing else; nor do 
they afflict, torment, and destroy them with 
strange and new, and divers kinds of cruelty, 
never before seen, nor heard of, nor read 
of. . . . 

The Christians, with their horses and 
swords and lances, began to slaughter and 
practice strange cruelty among them. They 
penetrated into the country and spared 
neither children nor the aged, nor pregnant 
women, nor those in child labour, all of 
whom they ran through the body and 
lacerated, as though they were assaulting so 
many lambs herded in their sheepfold.
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Portrayal of Native Americans

DISCOVERY

54-A DISCOVERY

To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”

What did the early colonies have in common because of their English origins?  How did 
the intentions and goals of the founders of the early colonies contribute to differences 
among them?

Geography: Based on these three maps, what geographical feature did all of 
the early colonies have in common?

Government and 
Law:  The “Mayflower 
Compact” was drawn up 
and signed aboard ship 
by a majority of the men 
among the settlers of 
Plymouth Colony before 
they went ashore. Why?  
What does the document 
say about the goals of the 
“Pilgrim Fathers” and 
their intentions for the 
future?  Why did they 
think such a statement 
advisable?
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Mayf  lower Compact

We, whose names are underwritten, the 
Loyal Subjects of our dread Sovereign 
Lord King James . . . . Having undertaken 
for the Glory of God and Advancement 
of the Christian Faith, and the Honour of 
Our King and Country, a Voyage to plant 
the first colony in the northern parts of 
Virginia; Do by these Presents solemnly and 
mutually in the Presence of God and one 
another, covenant and combine ourselves 

together into a civil Body Politick, for our 
better Ordering and Preservation, and 
Furtherance of the Ends aforesaid; And 
by Virtue hereof do enact, constitute, and 
frame, such just and equal Laws, Ordinances, 
Acts, Constitutions, and Offices, from time 
to time, as shall be thought most meet and 
convenient for the general Good of the 
Colony; unto which we promise all due 
Submission and Obedience. . . .

Chapter 3 Thirteen Colonies 54-B
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1

Discoveries 
Indians, Europeans, and the Americas 
About 15,000 B.C. to A.D. 1550

I feel a wonderful exultation of spirits when I converse with intelligent men who 
have returned from these regions. It is like an accession of wealth to a miser. Our 
minds, soiled and debased by the common concerns of life and the vices of society, 
become elevated and ameliorated by contemplating such glorious events.

—Peter Martyr d’Anghiera

Broken spears lie in the roads;
We have torn our hair in our grief.
The houses are roofless now,
And their walls are red with blood. . . .
We are crushed to the ground;
We lie in ruins.
There is nothing but grief and suffering
in Mexico and Tlateloco.

—Anonymous Aztec poet

N
orth and South America were the last of the 
world’s great landmasses to be populated. Even 
isolated Australia was peopled 20,000 years be-
fore a human being first impressed a footprint 
in American mud.

Exactly when the Americas were first discovered is dis-
puted, but the best bet is that, about 15,000 b.c., bands of 
Stone Age hunters began to wander from Siberia to Alaska 
on a “land bridge” that, for the last 10,000 years, has been 
drowned 180 feet beneath the frigid waters of the Bering 
Strait. Thus, the name geologists have given the land bridge, 
Beringia.

Beringia was high and dry in 15,000 because the earth was 
locked in an ice age. Much of the world’s water was frozen 

in the polar ice caps and in glaciers larger than most nations 
today. Consequently, sea level was about 400 feet lower than 
it is today. Our beaches were miles inland from the surf. Vast 
tracts of what is now sea bottom were dry; Beringia was not 
really a bridge, it was hundreds of miles wide.

The people who crossed to America had no idea they were 
entering a “New World” empty of human beings. They were 
Stone Age nomads—hunters. They were checking out the 
range, as nomads do. They were following after dinner—
herds of caribou, perhaps mastodons—or they were flee-
ing enemies. In just a thousand years, however, these Paleo-
Indians (old Indians, ancestors of American Indians) explored 
and colonized much of two continents, advancing on average 
a mile a month.
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2 Chapter 1 Discoveries

1500 15501400 1450

The Age of Exploration 1400–1550

c. 1433 Chinese emperor forbids exploration abroad

1487 Bartholomeu Díaz discovers Africa’s southern extremity

1492 Christopher Columbus finds lands in western hemisphere

1497 John Cabot claims western lands for England

A German mapmaker names the “New World” America 1507

1434–1460 Prince Henry the Navigator sponsors Portuguese exploration of African coast

Hernán Cortés conquers Mexico for Spain 1519–1521

Hernán de Soto and Francisco Coronado explore vast areas of North America 1539–1542

THE FIRST COLONIZATION
The Paleo-Indians were a prehistoric people. Knowledge of 
them is beyond the jurisdiction of historians, who study the 
past in written records. To learn about people who lived, 
loved, hated, begat, and died before there was writing, we 
must turn to archaeologists, linguists, and folklorists who sift 
particles of information, like gold dust from gravel, by ana-
lyzing artifacts, by studying the structures of languages, and 
by delving for the meaning in tales passed word of mouth 
from one generation to the next and then to the next.

The pictures these scholars sketch are fuzzier than the 
portraits historians can draw using their written documents. 
As a Chinese saying has it, “the palest ink is clearer than the 
best memory.” Still, fuzzy is better than blank. Without folk 
tales and language analysis, without artifacts, the American 
past would not begin until a.d. 1492, when Europeans, who 
scribbled endlessly of their achievements and follies, made 
their own discovery of America. Thanks to archaeology, lin-
guistics, and folklore—and a few fragmentary written Indian 
records that have only recently been decoded—we can pencil 
in a more ancient past.

Diversity
The Paleo-Indians knew no more of agriculture than of al-
phabets. When they crossed Beringia, there was not a farmer 
on the planet. The fi rst Americans lived by hunting, fi shing, 
and gathering edible seeds, nuts, berries, leaves, and roots. 
Nature also provided the makings for their clothing, shelter, 
tools, and weapons. They did not remain in one place for 
long. For thousands of years, they were nomads, wander-
ers. They lived on the move, because, in all but the lushest 
environments, as few as a hundred people quickly exhaust 
the game and plant food in their neighborhood. “Home” was 
where the food was. That, sooner rather than later, was some-
where else. The Paleo-Indians were campers.

By the time the mysteries of agriculture were unlocked in 
the Middle East, about 8000 b.c., the Americas and the “Old 
World” (the Eurasian land mass and Africa) were unknown 
to one another. A global warming had melted the glaciers 
and polar ice caps of the last ice age to a size not much larger 
than they are today. As the ice melted, the sea level rose. The 
oceans submerged Beringia and “land bridges” elsewhere in 
the world. Emigration from Asia ceased. 

In the two Americas, the Paleo-Indians’ cultures—their 
ways of life—diversified rapidly. The Americas were un-
crowded, to say the least. Wandering communities split up 
when they grew too numerous for the range they could ex-
ploit or when, human nature being what it is, bigwigs with 
their separate followings had a falling out. Soon enough, the 
vastness of the continents and the diversity of its climates 
and land forms isolated Paleo-Indian tribes from one an-
other. The result was a dizzying variety of cultures.

Languages, for example, probably just a handful of them at 
first, multiplied until there were at least 500 on the two conti-
nents. Tribes living in harsh environments continued to sur-
vive precariously into historic times on what they could hunt, 
snare, net, gather, and grub. Other Indians learned how to 
farm. Mesoamerica (meaning between the Americas: Mexico 
and Central America) may be the only place other than the 
Middle East where agriculture was discovered—invented—
and not learned from others. The greater  abundance of food 

Endangered Species
Mastodons, hairy elephants larger than elephants today, 
lived in North America. The species went extinct several 
thousand years after the arrival of the Paleo-Indians. Did the 
first Americans wipe them out? Despite the primitiveness of 
their weapons, it is likely they did. We know that they hunted 
mastodons; spear points have been found in fossilized 
mastodon skeletons. Elsewhere in the world, Stone Age 
peoples destroyed entire species, saber-toothed tigers in 
Europe, any number of brightly plumed birds in New Zealand. 
Zoologists have determined that if hunters kill only slightly 
more of a species each year than are born, the species will 
disappear in a few centuries. 



from farming made possible a population explosion and, for 
some Indians, a sedentary life (living in one place). In Meso-
america and in Ecuador and Peru, where agriculture was most 
productive, sophisticated civilizations developed.

Many Indian peoples had mastered only primitive tool 
 making when, after 1492, they were dazzled (and crushed) by 
European technology. Others perfected handicrafts to a degree 
of refinement not then achieved in Africa, Asia, and Europe. 
Some Indians still sheltered in rude piles of brush as late as the 
1800s. By way of contrast, by about 1000 the Anasazi of present-
day New Mexico were building apartment houses of five and 
six stories. In the 1300s, the “mound builders” of the upper 
Mississippi valley were numerous enough, well-enough fed, and 
sufficiently disciplined to undertake massive feats of  cooperative 
labor. They heaped up dozens of earthen structures that survive 
today. One mound complex near Cahokia, Illinois, stretched 
over five square miles with a central platform 100 feet high 
and a sculpted bird 70 feet in height. In Ohio, two parallel 
“walls” extended sixty miles from Chillicothe to Newark.

Mesoamerican Civilization
The most advanced American culture evolved in Guate-
mala, Belize, and southern Mexico. A succession of dominant 
 peoples—Olmecs, Maya, Aztecs—produced enough surplus 

food that large numbers of them could quit farming and con-
gregate in cities where they specialized in numerous crafts, trad-
ing the goods they made for their eats. Urban life and the “divi-
sion of labor” are two of the components of what historians call 
civilization. A third is a hierarchical social system, superior and 
inferior social classes, some giving the orders, others doing the 
work. A fourth component of civilizations is writing. Like the 
people of ancient Iraq, Egyptians, the Harappans of Pakistan’s 
Indus River Valley, and the Chinese—the founders of the Old 
World’s civilizations—the Maya developed a system of writing 
using 8,000-character hieroglyphics (like picture-writing in 
ancent Egypt). They carved them into stone (prayers, myths, 
puffed-up praises of their rulers) and composed “books” on 
fl attened bark or processed strips of cactus fi ber.

Sadly, after 1500 a zealous Spanish bishop, Diego de 
Landa, condemned the books as “superstition and lies of 
the devil” and ordered hundreds of them destroyed. Only 
four Maya  literary works survive. Inscribed rock, however, 
was too tough for the censors, and most Maya cities were 
unknown to the Spanish, already smothered by vegetation 
when they arrived. Inscriptions carved in stone are abundant 
in  Guatemala and Belize today, and scholars have learned, 
although just recently, to read many of them. They provide a 
chapter of the American past long thought unknowable.

THE FIRST COLONIZATION 3

The Maya and Aztec built pyramidal temples as large as the ziggurats of ancient Mesopotamia. This one is on the small side, but perfectly preserved. 
Its walls are built of precisely cut stones, and filled in with rubble.
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4 Chapter 1 Discoveries

At one time or another, about forty large cities, several 
housing more than 20,000 people, plus smaller ones, dotted 
Guatemala. The northernmost, Teotihuacan, founded near 
present-day Mexico City about the time of Christ, may, by 
a.d. 500, have been home to more than 100,000. The cities 
were governed by a tight-knit aristocracy of priests and war-
riors intermarried with their relatives. This elite directed the 
construction of at least one pyramid-shaped earth and stone 
temple in each city. The pyramid at Chichén Itzá, probably 
the greatest of the Maya cities, rose eighteen stories.

The Maya were superb mathematicians and astronomers. 
They discovered the use of the zero, a breakthrough achieved 
in only one other world culture, India. They timed the earth’s 
orbit around the sun as accurately as any other people of the 
time, applying their findings to an accurate calendar.

War and Religion
Each Maya city-state was independent, governing a rather 
modest agricultural hinterland. The Maya did not attempt to 

build empires, an obsession of Old World civilizations. Not 
that they were peace loving. Far from it. Cities fought chroni-
cally with neighbors, for their religion compelled war. Maya 
gods (jaguarlike beings, eagles, serpents, the sun) thirsted for 
human blood.

In solemn public rituals, noblewomen made symbolic 
blood sacrifices by drawing strings of thorns through punc-
tures in their tongues. Their brothers and husbands drew 
the barbs through their foreskins. The blood from their 
wounds was sopped up by strips of fiber that were then 
burned, dispatching the sacrifice in smoke to the heavens.

But symbolic blood sacrifice was not enough for the 
Mesoamerican deities. They also demanded that priests 
throw virgins into pits and drag men to the tops of the 
pyramids where, using razor-sharp stone knives, the 
priests tore their hearts, still beating when the operation 
was correctly performed, from their breasts. Thus the 
chronic war (or, more accurately, raids): The Maya needed 
captives to sacrifice.

MAP 1:1 Mesoamerican Cities. The Olmecs, among whom most of the finer points of Mesoamerican 
civilization originated, lived in southern Mexico. Their centers were disintegrating, perhaps under pressure 
from the Maya, about 200 B.C. when, to the East in Yucatan, Guatemala, and Belize, the first of perhaps 
hundreds of Maya cities were built. Those cities too rose and fell. By 1520, when Spaniards subdued their 
homeland, only sixteen very small Maya cities in the remote highlands, survived. The greatest Maya centers 
like Chichen-Itza and Palenque were already swallowed up by jungle.



Cultural Cul-de-Sac?
Elsewhere in the world, states made war in order to exploit 
those they conquered. Along with the misery they caused, 
the wealth their conquests brought them made possible 
further breakthroughs in the evolution of civilization. The 
blood lust of the Mesoamerican gods, however, meant that 
the Maya and others made war for the unprogressive pur-
pose of rounding up people to kill. They expended their 
energies in a direction that, in material and intellectual 
terms, led nowhere. Their culture centered on staying on 
the right side of terrifying gods, avoiding worse problems 
than those with which they had to contend when heaven 
was in a good mood. Mesoamerican culture was pathologi-
cally conservative.

Conservatism did not save them. The Olmec cities disap-
peared by about a.d. 900. The Maya cities also disintegrated 
dramatically, albeit at different times. In one area, a popu-
lation that may have reached several million was, by 1500, 
30,000. Once great cities—Tikal, Chichen-Itza, Palenque—
had been overgrown by tropical vegetation, swallowed up 
by jungle and not rediscovered until the nineteenth century. 
By 1520, most Maya were simple villagers. A few were still 
literate but in a far less sophisticated language than their 
ancestors had used. They could read only fragments of the 
ancient inscriptions on their temples. Bishop de Landa was 

beating a dead horse when he burned the Maya books. No-
body was going to get any dangerous ideas from them.

What happened? Probably a combination of factors. The 
Maya destroyed vast expanses of forest for the fuel they 
needed to make the plaster with which they surfaced their 
buildings. The consequence was soil erosion and a reduced 
food supply. A long period of serious droughts beginning 
about a.d. 800 further devastated agriculture. And with 
widespread hunger came social instability within cities and 
an increase of warfare between them. 

The civilization itself did not die. But by 1500 its center 
had shifted several hundred miles northwest of its Central 
America birthplace to the valley of Mexico. The cultural heirs 
of the  Olmecs and Maya were a variety of Mexican peoples, 
most notably latecomers to the area from the north whom 
we call the Aztec.

The Aztec
The Aztec (they called themselves “the Mexica,” thus Mexico) 
had emigrated to the vicinity of Mexico’s Lake Texcoco dur-
ing the 1200s. By 1325, they had carved out an enclave on 
the lake among longtime residents, the Toltecs, Texcocans, 
Tlaxcalans, and others. The Aztec embraced their neighbors’ 
civilization and, by 1400, defeated them in a series of wars. 
Unlike the Maya, the Aztec were empire builders. Their 
armies struck east and west, subduing almost every people 
from the Gulf of Mexico to the Pacifi c Ocean.

Rebellions were frequent. But Tenochtitlán, the Aztec cap-
ital on Lake Texcoco, was impregnable. Combat in Mexico 
was hand to hand. Surrounded by water, Tenochtitlán could 
be entered on only three narrow, easily defended causeways. 
If a rebel army threatened them, the Aztec raised drawbridges 
that spanned gaps in the viaducts, sat back, and waited for 
the moment that favored them to retaliate. Thirty-foot gran-
ite walls could not have made a city more secure.

The Aztec were uninterested in the daily doings of the 
peoples they conquered. They left local customs, religion, 
and the enforcement to native kings and nobles. All the Aztec 
wanted from their provinces were submission and tribute. 
On appointed days (access to Tenochtitlán was closely regu-
lated), each subject people was required to bring to the capital 
minutely prescribed quantities of bulk goods (maize, beans, 
salt, cloth, lumber), luxuries (jade and gold and—as precious 
as gold in Mexico—colorful feathers), and last but not least, 
people to sacrifice, for the Aztec adopted that old Mesoamer-
ican tradition too. Failure to pay tribute on time meant an 
Aztec military assault. The Aztec stationed military garrisons 
at key points throughout the empire for just such occasions.

Tenochtitlán was a splendid city by anyone’s standards. 
By 1519 (the fatal year for the Aztec), much of it was brand 
new, recently rebuilt in a massive urban renewal project. A 
catastrophic flood in 1499 had destroyed thousands of build-
ings that were replaced within a few years. The emperor’s 
palace of 100 rooms, covering six acres, was new. (It was the 
empire’s administrative center as well as a residence.) There 
were pyramidal temples (which had survived the flood) in 
every quarter of the city.
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A Maya sculpture depicting a priest and a kneeling woman 
who is making a blood sacrifice by drawing a thong of thorns 
through a hole in her tongue. These were public ceremonies 
performed by women and men of the aristocracy. They 
demonstrated the gods’ approval of their right to rule by 
such rituals. Then they, unlike captives who had their 
hearts torn out, went home.
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6 Chapter 1 Discoveries

Blood and Gore
Tenochtitlán’s main temple was huge: 200 feet square at 
the base. Two dizzyingly steep staircases climbed to altars 
200 feet above the street. The steps were black with the dried 
blood of sacrifi cial victims whose bodies, minus hearts, the 
priests threw down to the streets to be butchered; the Aztec 
practiced ritual cannibalism.

The scale of Aztec human sacrifice seems to have exceeded 
that of any other Mesoamerican people. One important god, 
Huitzilopochtli, was said to have demanded 10,000 hearts in 
an ordinary year. In 1478, a year Huitzilopochtli was espe-
cially agitated, so the records said, priests dressed in cloaks 
of human skin and stinking of gore (they were forbidden to 
wash or cut their hair) sent 20,000 volunteers to their doom 
in four days. The emperor Ahuitzotl, so it was said, slaugh-
tered 80,000 to dedicate a new temple. 

These astronomical figures are not be taken as gospel 
truth. All ancient chroniclers (and more than a few histori-
ans today) inflated their statistics into the realm of absurdity. 
But the point of the implausibly large numbers of victims 
is clear enough: Lots of people were ritually slaughtered in 
ancient Mexico.

The Aztec empire was powerful, but its culture trembled 
with insecurities. Mesoamerican civilization was ancient, but 
Aztec power was not. Moctezuma II, who became emperor in 
1503, was only the fifth of his line; the first emperor assumed 
power only in 1440, within the living memory of the old-
est inhabitants. The Aztec never enjoyed an untroubled era. 
Droughts were frequent, slashing the food supply. A freak 

snowstorm sunk the Aztec chinampas, floating vegetable 
 gardens on Lake Texcoco. There was the flood of 1499 and 
comets in the sky in 1499, 1502, and 1506. (Comets made 
people uneasy everywhere in the world.) There was a total 
eclipse of the sun in 1496. Common people and nobles alike 
told one another stories of female spirits who wandered 
Tenochtitlán at night, wailing in grief. In 1514, the king of 
neighboring Texcoco died; his last words were that Mexico 
would soon be ruled by strangers. 

The Aztec were a people on edge in 1519 and none was 
edgier than Moctezuma II. It has been suggested that, 
psychologically, he was ready prey for an enemy that was 
obsessed not with staying on the right side of demanding 
gods, but to exploring and exploiting the new, strange, and 
the vulnerable wherever in the world it could be found.

WESTERN EUROPE: ENERGETIC
AND EXPANSIVE
On October 12, 1492, on a beach in the Bahamas, a thou-
sand miles from Tenochtitlán, a group of rugged, ragged 
men, mostly Spaniards, rowed ashore from three ships. 
They named their island landfall San Salvador, Holy 
 Savior. Their leader was a graying but still ruddy Italian 
about 40 years of age. To his Spanish crew he was Cristóbal 
Colón, to us Christopher Columbus. To the Arawaks, the 
 Bahamians who welcomed him warmly, he and his men 
were like nothing they had ever imagined.

MAP 1:2 Aztec Mexico. The Aztec directly governed only Tenochtitlan and its hinterland, not a large area. Their empire (shaded 
area) consisted of thirty-eight provinces that made their own laws but which paid tribute in the form of bulk goods and luxuries to 
the Aztec. The alternative was an almost always successful Aztec attack.



Christopher Columbus
Falling to his knees, for he was as pious as any Aztec priest, 
Columbus proclaimed San Salvador the possession of 
the woman who had fi nanced his voyage, Queen Isabella 
of  Castille, and her husband, King Ferdinand of Aragon. 
 Columbus wrote in his report to them that the trees of the 
island were “the most beautiful I have ever seen.” He “found 
no human monstrosities, as many expected; on the con-
trary, among all these peoples good looks are esteemed.” The 
 Arawaks were “very generous. They do not know what it is to 
be wicked, or to kill others, or to steal.” Unsettling to us, he 
added that because their weapons were primitive, it would be 
easy to enslave them. There was no irony in this juxtaposition 
for Columbus (or Isabella). In their world, owning slaves was 
one of the perquisites of wealth and power; being a slave was 
one of the misfortunes suffered by the unlucky.

For the moment, Columbus enslaved no one. He enquired 
politely of the whereabouts of Japan and China. Those fabu-
lous lands, not the balmy but poor Bahamas, were the places 
for which he was looking. 

The evolution of the America we know—the history that 
runs on a line of causes and effects to our own world—
 begins with Columbus’s arrival in the Bahamas. No matter 
what our genetic inheritance, the origins of our culture and 
society—our historical legacy—lay not on the pyramids of 
Mexico but in the churches, state chambers, and counting 
houses of Western Europe, a civilization that had already, by 
1492, begun to impress itself throughout the world.

Motives
Columbus believed that San Salvador and the much larger is-
lands he visited, Hispaniola and Cuba, lay on the fringes of “the 
Indies,” the name Europeans gave collectively to mysterious, 
distant Cipango (Japan), Cathay (China), the Spice Islands 
(Indonesia), and India itself. Thus did Columbus bestow upon 
the Arawaks and other Native Americans he met the name by 
which their descendants are known to this day—Indians.

Columbus had sailed from Spain to find a practical sea 
lane to the Indies. In part, he was motivated by religion. A 
zealous Roman Catholic, Columbus sincerely believed God 
had selected him to carry Christ’s gospel to the lost souls of 
Asia. He had worldly motives too. Columbus longed for per-
sonal glory. Like the artists and architects of the Renaissance, 
he craved recognition as a great individual. If obsession with 
the self has become tawdry and repellent in our own day, am-
bitious individualism was once one of the forces that made 
Western civilization dynamic.

Another such force was greed. Columbus wanted wealth. 
He meant to get rich doing business with (or conquering) 
the peoples he encountered. Gold and silver were always in 
season. “Gold is most excellent,” Columbus wrote, “He who 
has it does all he wants in the world, and can even lift souls 
up to Paradise.” European gold and silver paid for the Asian 
gems and porcelains that rich Europeans coveted, the fine 
cotton cloth of Syria and silks of China, and tapestries and 
carpets that were beyond the craft of European weavers. 

Other Discoverers
There are many legends of outsiders visiting the Americas 
between the Paleo-Indians’ discovery of the “New World” 
and Columbus’s arrival in 1492. The Olmecs told of black 
skinned people; some anthropologists have seen negroid 
features in the huge stone heads the Olmecs carved and 
then buried. A Chinese document of 200 B.C. tells of Hee 
Li, who visited a land across the Pacific he called Fu-Sang. 
About A.D. 700, Irish bards began to sing of St. Brendan, a 
monk who had sojourned far to the west of the Emerald Isle 
in a land “without grief, without sorrow, without death.”

There is nothing legendary about Vikings from Greenland 
who, about A.D. 1000, visited Newfoundland and—they made 
about five voyages in all—may have sailed as far south 
as Nova Scotia. They called the country Vinland and built 
what they intended to be a permanent settlement at L’Anse 
aux Meadows on Newfoundland’s northwestern coast. 
For a time, they traded with the locals whom they called 
“skraelings” (wretches): their cows’ milk for the natives’ furs. 

The Vinland colony did not last. The Greenlanders were 
glad to trade for the lumber the Vinlanders brought back, 
but they had little to offer in return. And, for good reason 
or bad, the skraelings grew hostile. Their fierce attacks 
paralyzed the Vinlanders with fear. One assault was repulsed 
only when a pregnant woman, Freydis, disgusted by her 
trembling menfolk, seized a sword and chased the skraelings 
off by slapping it on her breasts and, no doubt, having an 
unpleasant word or two to say to the locals. Freydis then had 
the cowards of the colony killed; the survivors returned to 
Greenland.

WESTERN EUROPE: ENERGETIC AND EXPANSIVE 7

A charming but fanciful depiction of Columbus about to step ashore 
on San Salvador. There is no surf; the painter shows the ocean as a 
pond. Columbus probably did not wear a beard. The friar sitting in 
the back of the boat is the artist’s invention; there were no priests with 
Columbus. The warm, welcoming character of the Arawaks is accurate, 
but they f led into the interior at their first sight of Columbus, emerging 
only later.
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8 Chapter 1 Discoveries

Then there were the exotic drugs, dyes, perfumes, and es-
pecially the spices of the Indies: cinnamon from Ceylon, In-
donesian nutmeg and cloves, Chinese ginger, and cardamom 
and peppercorns (black pepper, not chili peppers) from 
India. These were luxuries that made life pleasanter for the 
Europeans who could afford them, something more than a 
struggle for survival on earth and salvation after death. 

High Overhead
The goods of the Indies had trickled into Europe since the 
Caesars ruled Rome. They were expensive; only the very rich 
enjoyed them. But the European market was enlarged to in-
clude the merely well-to-do by the era of the Crusades. The 
crusaders, European knights and noblemen who, for a century, 
ruled much of present-day Syria, Lebanon, and Israel, learned 

Prester John and Marco Polo
Western civilization’s fascination with the 
world beyond Europe dates from its very 
origins. Plato wrote, “I believe that the 
earth is very vast, and that we . . . inhabit 
a small portion only about the sea, like 
ants or frogs about a marsh, and that 
there are other inhabitants of many other 
like places.” By Roman times, educated 
Europeans knew of the existence of 
India, China, and Japan, if not much else. 
In the Middle Ages, books purporting 
to be descriptions of the lands of the 
mysterious East were “best sellers.”

The Letter of Prester John began to 
circulate about 1150. The ostensible 
author, John, a Christian king and priest, 
claimed to “reign supreme and to exceed 

in riches, virtue, and power all creatures 
who dwell under heaven.” He wanted to 
form an alliance with Christian Europe in 
order to “wage war against and chastise” 
their common enemies, the Muslims. The 
prospect of a powerful Christian friend 
with whom to catch the Muslims in a 
pincers (and from whom to buy the goods 
of the Indies) was enough to overcome 
skepticism about the red and green lions 
in John’s kingdom, and a pebble that 
made men invisible. The early Portugese 
explorers asked every people they met if 
they were acquainted with John.

The letter was, of course, a fraud, as 
was the Travels of Sir John Mandeville,
published in the mid-1300s. It told even 
taller tales about the wonders to be found in 

far-off lands but it too whetted the appetites 
of men like Prince Henry the Navigator and 
Columbus to see for themselves. 

The Voyages of Ser Marco Polo also 
included absurdities such as snakes 
wearing eyeglasses, but while some 
scholars today doubt that Polo, from 
Venice, lived in China for twenty years, 
as he claimed, much about China that he 
described was plausible and accurate 
and enticing. He revealed that the Asian 
porcelains, silks, tapestries, and spices for 
which Europeans paid high prices cost a 
pittance in China. No document, more than 
Polo’s Voyages, convinced the explorers 
of the fifteenth century that betting their 
lives on voyages to the East would mean 
fabulous riches as well as titillating sights.

MAP 1:3 Trade Routes Before the 1500s. All Asian and East African trade goods came to Europe via the 8,000-mile “Silk Road” in 
caravans or in ships, manned mostly by Arabs, via the Red Sea and Persian Gulf. Few merchants accompanied the overland caravans
the entire distance; the goods were sold and resold several, even many times. There were plenty of middlemen, each taking a profit,
to add to the costs of the luxuries Europeans coveted.



to enjoy fi rst hand the opulent lifestyle of their enemies, the 
Muslim Arabs who had long enjoyed a regular trade with the 
Indies. When the Muslims drove the crusaders back to Europe, 
they returned with a taste for the luxuries of the East. 

 The Arabs of the Levant (present-day Israel, Lebanon, 
and Syria) were happy, as middlemen, to sell to them. They 
brought the goods by ship via the Indian Ocean and Persian 
Gulf or Red Sea. Or, they bought them from caravaners of 
Central Asia who had carried them on donkeyback to the 
Mediterranean. The coveted goods were then transported 
in the vessels of Venice and Genoa, powerful Italian city-
states. Merchants in those cities were wholesale distributors 
who sold the spices and the rest to retailers from all over 
Europe.

By the time the goods of the Indies reached the castles 
of Spain and the market towns of France, they were expen-
sive indeed. The cost of transport was alone prodigious. 
The silk that clothed an English lady may have been carried 
eight thousand miles in a caravan. The “Silk Road” passed 
through the domains of Central Asian tribesmen who lived 
by preying on the trade. Caravaners paid tolls (“bribes”) to 
pass safely through, or they hired thugs to beat back the toll 
collectors. Either way, operating expenses swelled. If the pep-
per and cloves that enlivened a German bishop’s stew came 
by sea, Arab sailors had to deal with East African pirates—

“tolls” again—or pay armed escorts. All costs, of course, were 
passed on to buyers each time the products changed hands.

Nobody Likes a Middleman
Then there was profi t. The merchants of Christian Constan-
tinople, Genoese huddled in fortifi ed trading posts on the 
Black Sea, and the Muslims of Egypt, Syria, and Lebanon 
were not in business to serve human kind. The took their cut 
when they sold to the Italians. The Italian wholesalers added 
their markup, shrugging off complaints that they were goug-
ers. Today, the magnifi cent cathedrals and palaces the Italian 
merchant princes built are world treasures, admired by all. 
In Columbus’s day, the glories of Italy were more likely to 
arouse the bitter resentment of Europeans who paid exor-
tionate prices for Asian imports. It was their money that paid 
for the fact that Renaissance Italy glowed so splendidly.

The grotesque prices were particularly grating because edu-
cated Europeans knew from travelers’ accounts, first of all the 
widely circulated book, The Voyages of Ser Marco Polo, that the 
goods of the Indies were cheap, even dirt cheap, in the Indies. The 
Western European prince whose navigator discovered a route to 
the Indies that bypassed the Italians and the Muslim Middle East 
would stanch the flow of his country’s wealth to the middlemen. 
Indeed, that prince’s own subjects might displace the Venetians 
and Genoese as Europe’s wholesalers of Asia’s products.

WESTERN EUROPE: ENERGETIC AND EXPANSIVE 9

The castle at Elmina in present-day Ghana. The Portugese founded West Africa’s first European trading colony here in 1482. The castle was designed 
to defend against seagoing rivals as well as local peoples. At first, gold was the commodity for which the Portugese traded. Before long, however, the 
value of slaves seized in the interior by the powerful Ashanti people outstripped gold in value. In 1637, the Dutch seized Elmina from the Portugese.
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10 Chapter 1 Discoveries

PORTUGAL AND SPAIN: THE VAN
OF EXPLORATION
Portugal was fi rst to look for new trade routes. Unlike any other 
European natives, Portugal faces west, the Atlantic Ocean. Its 
mountainous back is to Europe. Portugal’s lifeblood was the 
sea fi shing and trade with northern Europe. Lisbon was the 
major way station for Italian exports to Europe’s north. But at 
fi rst it was the goods of Africa, not of Asia, that pulled Portu-
gal into the van of exploration and discovery.

To the south of Portugal was Morocco, Portugal’s ancient 
enemy, and south of Morocco the Sahara and a coast that 
was, until the 1400s, a mystery. Arab explorers had sailed as 
far south as Cape Bojador, but their vessels, designed for the 
usually placid Mediterranean, were savaged by the constant, 
powerful winds off the cape. The Arabs called the Atlantic 
“the green sea of darkness” and gave up on it. They brought 
the slaves, gold, and ivory they purchased in black Africa 
across the Sahara on foot and camelback.

The prince funded an informal “research and develop-
ment” operation at Sagres in southern Portugal. He lured 
mariners there to share their experiences with mapmakers 
and scholars (many of them Genoese like Columbus) who 
also pored over narratives written by travelers in Asia. Henry 
organized fifteen expeditions to explore the African coast. 
Sailors blown out into the Atlantic by the winds that had dis-
couraged the Arabs discovered and colonized the island of 
Madeira, 350 miles from Africa, and the Azores, 900 miles 
west of Portugal.

Shipwrights at Sagres and Lisbon perfected a vessel that 
could cope with ocean waves and winds, the caravel. Very 
sturdy, caravels could be rigged at sea with either the swivel-
ing triangular lateen sails of the Mediterranean for sailing into 
the wind or with the large square sheets of northern Europe 
which pushed a vessel at high speed when the wind was be-
hind. Caravels had bulging holds so they could be provisioned 
for voyages far longer than any other craft of the era, but they 
required relatively small crews to sail. “The best ships in the 
world and able to sail anywhere,” wrote Luigi da Cadamosto, 
an Italian in Prince Henry’s service. Less dramatically but also 
important, Portugese coopers improved casks for drinking 
water and wine so that the leakage and evaporation that had 
discouraged long ocean voyages was radically reduced.

Portugal’s Route to Asia
Henry the Navigator died in 1460, but Portugese explorers 
carried on. Every few years, one of them mapped a few more 
miles of African coast, returning with slaves, gold, and ivory. 
The Portugese built forts at strategic points along the way to 
serve both as trading centers and as rest stops for Portugese 
explorers bound farther south. In 1488, Bartholomeu Díaz 
returned with the news that he had reached Africa’s south-
ern extremity, which he called the Cape of Storms. The king 
promptly renamed it the Cape of Good Hope because, from 
there, surely, it would be clear sailing to the Indies.

Not for another decade, however, would Vasco da Gama 
reach the Indian port of Calicut and return with a 2,000-percent 
profit. That was quite profitable enough to prompt the Portu-
guese to pump resources into extending their commercial em-
pire. Their “colonies” were, in fact, not territorial but strongly 
fortified trading posts. The Portugese were not interested in 
making homes in Africa or Asia; they wanted to trade.

The string of forts stretched the length of Africa’s west-
ern coast and up east Africa as far as Mombasa (in present-
day Kenya); across the Indian Ocean to Goa (India); and to 
Macau (China). The Portugese even had a nonfortified pres-
ence in Japan. In 1500, Pedro Cabral staked a Portugese claim 
in South America when, bound for India, his ship was blown 
across the Atlantic to what is now Brazil. (Even more impor-
tant than Brazil at first, Cabral discovered that ships reached 
the Cape of Good Hope more quickly by sailing south in the 
mid-Atlantic, rather than by hugging the coast.)

The African and Asian trade enriched Portugal. Its mer-
chants easily undersold the Italians. Pepper in Lisbon sold 
for half the price charged in Venice and, at that, the cost was 
twenty times what the Portugese had paid for it in India.

Cheng Ho
The sea route between Europe and Asia might easily have 
been opened not by the Portugese but by a Chinese, Cheng 
Ho (Zheng He). Beginning in 1405, he commanded six 
voyages to the Indian Ocean. One of his fleets consisted of 
sixty-two vessels, some of them gigantic five-masted junks, 
one described as 400 feet long. Cheng discovered (for China) 
Borneo, India, and in Africa, Zanzibar and Kenya.

He wanted to round Africa from east to west. Had he 
done so, it is not far-fetched to imagine him reaching Europe 
although, unlike Portugal’s nimble caravels, Cheng Ho’s 
junks did not sail well against the wind; he depended on the 
seasonal monsoons in the Indian Ocean to sail between 
China and India. Cheng died in 1433 and the emperor ordered 
his fleet disassembled, proclaiming the death penalty for any 
Chinese who traveled abroad. The emperor had concluded 
that there was nothing China wanted from distant lands 
except silver, and it dependably flowed in over land.

Portugese Discoveries
A son and brother of Portugese kings, Prince Henry, believed 
that the green sea of darkness could be mastered. Known 
to history as Henry the Navigator (although he personally 
made but one short sea voyage), Henry was fascinated by the 
Atlantic and by the lands, both real and imagined, that bor-
dered it. He knew of the big profi ts the Arabs enjoyed from 
their trans-Saharan trade. Why should Portugal not bypass 
the Sahara and bring African gold, ivory, and slaves home by 
sea? Henry also believed that Prester John, a great Christian 
king who was looking for allies to fi ght against the Muslims, 
was a black African. (Prester John was a myth.) And Henry 
knew that in the Indies the trade goods that all Europe cov-
eted cost little. Surely the Indies could be reached by fi nding 
and rounding Africa’s southern tip.



Spain Goes West
Christopher Columbus witnessed the growth of Portugal’s 
empire up close. He settled in Portugal in 1476, earning his 
living by drawing nautical charts. He made a number of ocean 
voyages to as far north as England and as far south as the 
Canary Islands where he observed that the prevailing winds 
blew strongly to the west, across the Atlantic. Although his 
brother, Bartholomew, may have sailed with Diaz, Columbus 
took little interest in the African trade. His goal was the 
Indies and in 1484, he asked the king to fund an “Enter-
prise of the Indies” by which he would make a short, speedy 
crossing of the Atlantic from the Canaries. Japan, Columbus 
 argued, was only 2,500 miles from Portugal. 

Trying to reach the Indies by rounding Africa, as the 
Portugese were doing, was a waste of resources. Portugese 
navigators had explored far more than 2,500 miles of 
African coast and had no indication they were anywhere near 
the continent’s southern reach. (Diaz’s discovery of the Cape 
was three years in the future.) Moreover, hugging the African 
coast meant struggling with uncooperative winds. Columbus 
would have easy sailing west and, by returning a few degrees 
of latitude farther north, he would return to Portugal with 
the winds behind him.

He got nowhere with his scheme. If the size of Africa was 
frustrating, the African trade was lucrative. There would be no 
slaves, gold, and ivory along Columbus’s route. And King John 
II’s university advisors told him that Japan was not 2,500 miles 
away but 9,000 (they were right) with no string of Portugese 
forts in which to take refuge and replenish supplies. Columbus 
and the king’s money would vanish at sea. The king agreed; he 
called Columbus “a big talker, full of fancy and imagination.” 

Columbus: The Downside
Columbus was a virtuoso navigator. He 
was a master of the Atlantic’s currents 
and winds. He crossed the Atlantic in just 
four weeks, as quickly as anyone would 
make the trip for centuries to come, and 
his return to Europe was almost as fast. 
Columbus was an able mapmaker too, 
but he was not much of a geographer. 
The Portugese and Spanish scholars 
who advised against his Enterprise of the 
Indies were correct in saying that Japan 
was 9,000 miles away and not 2,500 as 
Columbus insisted. 

Columbus clung to his discredited 
measurement because, lifelong, he 
simply ignored or distorted information 
that contradicted what he had decided 
to believe. Pierre D’Ailly, the author of 

Imago Mundi, an authoritative geography 
of the the era, warned readers not to 
regard theories he described as proven 
facts. Some say this, some say that, 
d’Ailly wrote, take them for what they’re 
worth. In the margins of his copy of the 
book, Columbus wrote of those of d’Ailly’s 
speculations that suited him as facts. 
At the mouth of the Orinoco River, the 
ocean was brown from the thousands 
of tons of soil the river carried with it 
daily. That meant the Orinoco drained a 
large continent. But Columbus wanted 
to believe Venezuela was an island. 
He ignored the contrary evidence and 
refused to explore the river.

Columbus was also a disaster as a 
colonizer. He sited his first American 
town, Isabela, in a marsh three miles from 

fresh water! What was he thinking? 
As governor, he proclaimed that Indians 
who failed to bring him gold each day 
would have their hands amputated, a law 
he could not enforce without destroying 
his colony. 

Having little gold to bring back to 
Spain, Columbus brought enslaved 
Indians instead, another colossal blunder. 
Church authorities advised Queen 
Isabella that American Indians could 
not morally be enslaved. Columbus’s 
captives, with whom he thought he would 
please the queen, were freed (those who 
were still alive). One may lament that the 
great navigator spent his final years in 
disgrace, but Queen Isabella had good 
reason to be sick of him.

PORTUGAL AND SPAIN: THE VAN OF EXPLORATION 11

The Santa Maria, the largest of Columbus’s vessels, and his f   lagship. 
Columbus did not much like it; it was a carrack, slow and difficult 
to handle, but because it held large quantities of provisions, it was 
invaluable.
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12 Chapter 1 Discoveries

Columbus took his plan to Queen Isabella in neighbor-
ing Castille. Her experts from the University of Salamanca 
repeated what the Portugese scholars had said: it was 9,000 
miles across the Atlantic to Japan; no ship could be provi-
sioned for so long a voyage; the “Enterprise of the Indies” 
was “vain, impracticable, and resting on grounds too weak to 
merit the support of the government.” 

But Columbus had some influential friends at Isabella’s 
court. They persuaded the queen to pay him a modest annuity 
just to keep him around. Who knew? When, in 1492, Isabella 
learned that Columbus was planning to present his proposal to 
the kings of France and England, she decided to take a chance. 

Actually, Isabella’s financial risk was piddling. Outfitting 
Columbus cost no more than the annual salary of one of her 
innumerable officials or entertaining a visiting dignitary’s 
entourage. The title Columbus demanded, “Admiral of the 
Ocean Sea,” was a pretty exalted one, but it did not cost the 
queen a ducat. Nor did the authority over any lands he might 
discover (another demand) nor his big cut of purely hypothet-
ical profits. A town that owed the queen money and friends 
of Columbus picked up the cost of two caravels, the Niña and 
Pinta, and the clumsy but larger carrack, Santa Maria.

Frustration
Four times Christopher Columbus would sail the ocean blue 
carrying letters of introduction from Isabella and her husband 
addressed to the emperors of China and Japan. Four times he 

returned to Spain after Indians told him that no, sorry, they 
had never heard of such illustrious persons. Four times, Co-
lumbus told Isabella and Ferdinand that, next time for sure, 
he would “give them as much gold as they need, . . . and I will 
also give them all the spices and cotton they need.”

To the day he died in 1506, Columbus insisted he had 
reached some of the 7,448 islands that Marco Polo said 
ringed East Asia. Sustained for half a lifetime by a vision, he 
could not face up to what, by 1506, knowing Spaniards 
 understood. Columbus had not reached the Indies; he had 
discovered islands previously unknown to Europe.

Until 1521, knowing Spaniards considered Columbus’s 
islands of little value. While the Portugese were raking in 
money by selling the goods from their African and Asian 
trading posts, Cuba and Hispaniola produced little of com-
mercial value. A few hundred Spaniards had carved out com-
fortable lives for themselves in the West Indies by exploiting 
Indian labor. But most of the Spaniards in the New World, 
soldiers who had crossed the ocean to march on rich Asian 
cities, languished with “burnyng agues [fevers], . . . blysters, 
noysome sweates, aches in the body, byles, yellowe jaundyse, 
inflammations of the eyes,” and fought among themselves. 

It seemed as if no news from Cuba and Hispaniola was 
good news. In 1513, Vasco Núñez de Balboa crossed the 
Isthmus of Panama and discovered another great ocean, the 
Pacific. The implication was painful to face: The real Indies 
were as distant as the scholars of Salamanca had said they 

Why America? Why not 
Columbia?
Why was the New World not named 
Columbia? In part, the fault was 
Columbus’s. He never claimed that he had 
discovered a place that needed a name. 
He had sailed to “the Indies.” 

Amerigo Vespucci was an Italian 
who twice crossed the Atlantic. Where 
Columbus was a medieval man, Vespucci 
was a modern. He wrote of his voyages, 
“Rationally, let it be said in a whisper, 

experience is worth more than theory”—
meaning the writings of the ancients, 
including the Bible. Marvelling at 
American animals unknown in Europe, 
Vespucci noted: “so many species 
could not have entered Noah’s ark,” a 
heresy of which the pious Columbus was 
incapable. 

It was Vespucci who first declared 
in print that it was a “New World” 
across the Atlantic. In 1507, a German 
cartographer, drawing the first map to 

show the Americas separate from Asia, 
named this new world for Amerigo in the 
Latin form of his name, feminine—ending 
in “a”—because the Latin names for the 
continents of Europe, Africa, and Asia 
were of feminine gender.

In the late nineteenth century, a 
descendant of Amerigo, Signora America 
Vespucci, petitioned the United States 
Congress for compensation for 400 year’s 
unauthorized use of her name. She did not 
collect.

Columbus’s skills as a navigator are 
famous. Not so well known was his 
expertise as a maker of charts, as 
maritime maps are called. The black 
outline of the northwest coast of what 
is now Haiti was drawn by Columbus 
from shipboard. The broader blue 
line is from a modern map based on 
satellite images. The Admiral was close 
to perfect.
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were. In 1519, a flotilla commanded by Ferdinand Magellan 
confirmed the awful truth. Sailing with five ships and 265 
men, Magellan found an all-water route to the Pacific by 
rounding South America. But it was hardly a plausible trade 
route. Passing from the Atlantic to the Pacific in the face of 
adverse currents and winds was an extremely difficult feat of 
sailing. Distances in the Pacific were boundless. Native peo-
ples were poor and hostile. Magellan was killed in the Philip-
pines. Only one of his vessels, the Victoria, commanded by 
Juan Sebastián de Elcaño, manned by just eighteen half-year 
sailors, struggled back to Spain by sailing around the world.

In any case, the Spanish were barred from trading any-
where in the Pacific except the Philippines. In 1493, to avert 
a conflict between Spain and Portugal, the pope, in a procla-
mation, Inter Caetera, divided the world’s lands not “in the 
 actual possession of any Christian king or prince” between 
the two nations. His line of demarcation ran from pole to pole 
through a point 100 leagues (about 300 miles) west of the 
Portugese Azores. The next year, in the Treaty of Tordesillas, 
the Portuguese persuaded Isabella and Ferdinand to move 
the line a bit farther west (thus laying the legal grounds for 
Portuguese settlement of Brazil after its discovery in 1500). 
Africa and the East Indies were Portugal’s. 

THE SPANISH EMPIRE
In 1519, Hernán Cortés, a soldier and hustler living on 
 Hispaniola led an expedition of eleven ships, 508 Spanish 
soldiers, about 200 Indians, and several Africans, along with 
seven cannon, sixteen horses, and dozens of war dogs—
gigantic mastiffs trained to kill—to Mexico. What Cortés 
found and did there ended Spain’s envy of Portugal’s com-
mercial empire.

Cortés in Mexico
Cortés was not the fi rst Spaniard to set foot in Mexico. In 
1511, Gonzalo Guerrero was shipwrecked on the Yucatan 
peninsula and actually became a military leader of the Maya. 
Another castaway who had learned the Maya language joined 
up with Cortés. He worked as an interpretor in tandem with 
an Indian girl, Malinche (Doña Marina, Cortés called her) 
who spoke both Mayan and Nahuatl, the Aztec language. 

But Cortés’s arrival made a difference—overnight. He soon 
learned of the riches of Tenochtitlán, founded the town of Vera 
Cruz as a base, and sent word to Cuba and Hispaniola that 
(rather a violation of his commission) he was marching his army 
there. He hoped for a peaceable takeover of the Aztec but was 
prepared to fight. He called for reinforcements, tempting recruits 
with the fabulous stories of Aztec riches he had been told.

The Tabascans of the coast attacked Cortés, but they were no 
match for cannon, horses, war dogs, and steel swords. After the 
Spanish victory, Cortés shrewdly offered the Tabascans an alli-
ance against the Aztec. They, like almost all Mexicans, resented 
the Aztec because of the tribute they extorted from them. By 
comparison, Cortés and his men must have seemed benificent. 
Several times on the long march to Tenochtitlán, the scenario 

was repeated: Spanish victory in battle, generous peace terms, 
alliance. Totomacs, Tlaxcalans, Tolucans, and Cholulans all 
joined up. By the time Cortés reached Lake Texcoco, he com-
manded at least ten Mexican warriors for each of his Spaniards.

The news about Cortés bewildered the Aztec emperor, 
Moctezuma II. He rejected the advice of some of his nobles 
to attack the invaders outside the city. Moctezuma may have 
worried that Cortés was the god, Quetzalcoatl, a deity who—
uncanny good luck for Cortés—was fair-skinned, had tried 
to forbid human sacrifice (as Cortés did), and who, in the 
legend, had disappeared from Mexico in the direction from 
which Cortés came. To top things off, 1519 was Quetzalcoatl’s 
year in the Aztec calendar. According to one of Moctezuma’s 
advisors, the emperor “enjoyed no sleep, no food. . . . What-
soever he did, it was as if he were in torment.” Cortés did not 
have to battle his way over the causeways. On November 8, 
1519, he and his army were welcomed into the city.

It did not take the Aztec long to discover that Cortés and 
his men were not gods. When some soldiers stumbled on a 
store of jewels, silver, and gold in Moctezuma’s palace, “as if 
they were monkeys, the Spanish lifted up the gold banners 
and gold necklaces . . . . Like hungry pigs they craved that 
gold.” Always on top of developments, Cortés quickly made 
Moctezuma his hostage. Masterfully, he cultivated, cozened, 
and threatened the emperor. Cortés still thought he could 
have Mexico peacefully. For more than six months, Moct-
ezuma did what he was told to do. 

Outside the palace, however, dissident nobles organized the 
increasingly hostile common people, who had been forced 
to provide the Spanish and their allies with huge quantitites 
of food every day. In June 1520, a mob assaulted the palace. 
When Cortés marched Moctezuma out to quiet the rioters, the 
emperor was struck by a rock and, a short time later, died.

Conquest
Without their hostage, the Spanish had problems. Tenochtitlán 
erupted behind the new emperor, Cuitláhuac, and the Aztec 
came close to wiping out the invaders. Half of Cortés’s men 
and perhaps 4,000 Tlaxcalans were killed on what the Spanish 
called la noche triste, the sad night, July 1, 1520. Nevertheless, 
even with their lives in the balance, the Spaniards insisted on 
carrying eight tons of gold and other treasure on their retreat. 
They really did suffer, as Cortés had told Moctezuma, “from a 
disease of the heart which can be cured only with gold.”

But it was the Aztec, not the Spanish, who were doomed. 
Cortés mobilized his Indian allies and Spanish reinforce-
ments. He returned to Tenochtitlán with 700 Spanish infan-
try, 120 crossbowmen, 90 cavalry, a “navy” of boats he built 
to take control of the lake, and, so Cortés estimated, 50,000 
Tlaxcalans and Texcocans. (Again, such figures are not to 
be taken as gospel.) For eighty days they assaulted a much 
smaller Aztec army led by yet another emperor, Cuauhtémoc. 
(Cuitláhuac had died of smallpox.) Cortés took Tenochtitlán, 
but hardly intact. When the battle ended on August 13, 1521, 
much of the city had been leveled.

Hernán Cortés had won a turnkey empire. He and his 
lieutenants inserted themselves at the top of Aztec society 
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in place of the nobility they had effectively exterminated 
(15,000 Aztec were killed on the final day of fighting). They 
carved out great estates and lived off the labor of the masses 
as the Aztec nobles and priests had done. The traditional 
submissiveness of the common people made it possible for 
the Spanish to rule with minimal resistance. Mexicans took 
quickly to the wheel, pulley, iron tools, and beasts of burden. 
Within fifty years, most had embraced the Roman Catholic 
religion while not abandoning all traditional practices.

The Conquistadores
The Spanish king—best known to history as Emperor 
Charles V—took little interest in his American empire. He 
spent the gold sent to him alright, but he never mentioned 
Mexico (now called New Spain) in his memoirs. Spanish ad-
venturers, however, were electrifi ed. There was a rush to the 
Americas by thousands of mostly young men who braved 
hideous conditions shipboard to search for Mexicos of their 
own. They called themselves conquistadores (conquistadors 
in English)—conquerors within a generation’s life span, they 
subdued a territory larger than Europe.

Rarely has history shaped a people for conquest as Spain’s 
history shaped the conquistadors. Much of Spain is arid or 

mountainous; agriculture never attracted the ambitious. 
Because the Christian Spanish associated trade—business—
with the despised Jews they had driven out of the country, 
the upper classes shunned commerce. The worldly role of the 
hidalgo, the Spanish male with pretensions to social stand-
ing, was to fight. He was a caballero, a knight. The bravery 
and fortitude of the conquistadors under daunting condi-
tions awe us. The other side of their military character, their 
ruthlessness and cruelty, has also been remembered.

Spain’s zealous Roman Catholicism factored into the 
conquistadors’ achievement. Because the ancestral national 

The Discoverer of the United States
The discoverer of what is now the United States was 
Juan Ponce de León. In 1513, aged 53, ancient for such 
gallivanting, Ponce sailed to Florida to find Bimini where, 
Indians said, there was “a particular spring which restores 
old men to youth”—the fountain of youth. In 1521, Ponce 
de León returned to Florida to live. Instead of enjoying his 
retirement paddling about in rejuvenating waters, he was 
killed by Indians.

An Aztec artist’s depiction of Moctezuma II, Cortés, and Spanish soldiers proceeding through Tenochtitlan. Curiously, a Spaniard
altered the painting, depicting Cortés and Malinche in a European style. Malinche (or Doña Marina) was Cortés’s invaluable 
interpreter to whom he often turned for advice. She was also his mistress and bore his child.
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enemy had been of another faith, Islam, Spanish nationalism 
and Roman Catholicism were of a piece. Like their Muslim 
foes, the Spaniards believed that a war even nominally for the 
purpose of spreading true religion was holy. Death in such 
a war was a first-class ticket to paradise. It was a belief that 
made for soldiers nonchalant about death and, for that, chill-
ingly brave.

Exploration South and North
Spain’s rulers encouraged conquest by granting conquistadors 
the lion’s share of the gold and silver they won. (The king got 
a fi fth of it.) Conquistadors were granted land and encomien-

das, the legal right to force the Indians who lived on their land 
to work for them. They were not slaves—enslaving Indians 
was forbidden—but, in practice, the distinction was fi ne.

Only one conquistador was as fortunate as Cortés. In 1531, 
an aging illiterate, Francisco Pizarro, led 168 soldiers and 62 
horses high into the Andes mountains of South America. 
There he found the empire of the Incas, 3,000 miles in ex-
tent, tied together by 12,000 miles of roads Pizarro called 
unmatched in Christendom. Inca highways were narrow, 
trails really. Like the Aztec, the Incas had no wheeled vehicles; 
their roads needed to accomodate only foot traffic. None-
theless, some stretches were magnificently engineered: One 

Big City Life

As Catholics, Cortés and his men were appalled by the 
Aztec eagle and serpent gods and disgusted by human 
sacrifice. But they were pleasantly astonished by the city 
of Tenochtitlán. They admired more about Aztec lifestyle 
than they deplored. 

Unlike the streets of European cities, which were filthy 
with refuse and human waste, Tenochtitlán’s streets were 
tidy and clean. They were swept daily and there were pub-
lic toilets—unheard of in Europe—at regular intervals. 
The Aztec themselves were a fastidious people who bathed 
regularly (and cooled off) in Lake Texcoco and the canals 
that reached into the city. They must have found the odor 
of the Spaniards, sweating in their armor and not keen on 
bathing to begin with, hard to stomach.

Tenochtitlán’s streets were safe (before the Aztec re-
belled, that is). The numbers of potentially hostile subject 
people bringing tribute were strictly regulated and closely 
guarded. At night, the main thoroughfares were illumi-
nated by fires in raised braziers (made of clay, not brass) 
where people paused to warm their hands and converse. 
In Europe’s cities, every building was a minifortress, sealed 
tight at sundown for protection from thugs. Few dared to 
walk far after dark except skilled swordsmen—and then 
in groups.

There were no very broad avenues in Tenochtitlán (the 
Aztec didn’t need them; they had neither vehicles nor 
beasts of burden) and the narrowest residential alleys 
were narrow indeed, just wide enough for two people to 
squeeze past one another. But there was an air of openness 
in the city not to be found in Europe where cities were 
hemmed in by towering walls. Tenochtitlán’s defense was 
broad Lake Texcoco.

Street life was lively, even frenetic. There were plenty 
of open workshops and retail stores, almost as varied in 
their offerings as shops back home. (Not quite: There were 
no blacksmiths or, curiously, cabinet makers.) Cortés’s 
soldiers were bemused by the lack of furniture in Aztec 
houses. In humble homes, there was nothing but sleeping 

mats and even the rooms of Moctezuma’s palace were all 
but empty.

The buildings were constructed of adobe brick; the bet-
ter homes were plastered with a mud stucco. All roofs were 
flat, made of pine boards or maguey leaves. When the war 
between the Aztec and the Spanish erupted, Spanish sol-
diers discovered that every building was a platform from 
which they were pelted with large stones and bricks. Or-
dinary people lived in tiny apartments: one or two small 
rooms. They were smoky; there were no chimneys. How-
ever, with a refreshing candor unusual when Europeans 
described Indians, several Spaniards wrote that the homes 
of the Aztec poor were superior to the homes of humble 
Castilians (which did not have chimneys either). Wealthy 
Aztec lived in large, well-built homes built around open 
courtyards, like grand residences in Spain.

Tenochtitlán’s day began at sunrise when priests blew 
on horns from the tops of the temples. The city was a 
beehive of activity all day. There was a lot to be done and 
every burden was carried. A feature of life in Tenochtit-
lán mentioned in the writings of several Spaniards was the 
ubiquity of vendors of ready-to-eat meals —“fast food, 
like” tacos and hot chocolate sweetened with honey.

How big a city was Tenochtitlán? One has to be cau-
tious; estimates made at the time were all over the place. 
Bartolome de las Casas, a Dominican friar, said the city was 
home to a million people. But he had an axe to grind and 
is often unreliable. In order to maximize the evil his fellow 
Spaniards did, he exaggerated, sometimes wildly, the num-
bers of Indians who suffered from Spanish depredations. 

Nevertheless, other Spaniards suggested figures ap-
proaching De Las Casas’s, but not Cortés. He said that 
Tenochtitlán was about the size of Seville or Cordoba or 
about 50,000 to 60,000. The most responsible students 
of the Aztec today seem to have settled on a figure in the 
neighborhood of 200,000, counting outlying suburbs. 
Preconquest Tenochtitlán was far larger than any city in 
Europe.

How They Lived

THE SPANISH EMPIRE 15
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traversed a pass 16,700 feet above sea level; a suspension 
bridge spanned 250 feet; its weight-bearing cable made of 
twisted fibers was a foot in diameter.

Pizarro was bolder than Cortés, for reinforcement was out 
of the question. He was such an artist of deceit as to make 
Cortés look saintly. When he captured the Inca emperor, 
Athualpa, 80,000 Inca soldiers were paralyzed. For eight 
months, they brought Pizarro a ransom of gold that filled a 
room twenty-two feet long by seventeen feet wide. Then—so 
much for the honor of the Castilian caballero—Pizarro mur-
dered Athualpa.

That was it for American treasure troves although the 
search for them continued. In 1541, Francisco Orellana with 
sixty men searched for El Dorado, a king who was said to be 
sprinkled daily with gold dust which he washed off nightly in 
a pool. It certainly sounded as if it were worth dredging. Orel-
lana and forty-six survivors crossed tropical South America, 
a distance of 2,500 miles, on the Amazon river. 

Between 1539 and 1542, Hernando de Soto’s army wan-
dered what is now the southeastern United States in another 
fantasy-based quest for riches. Viciously cruel with the Indi-
ans he battled, De Soto was buried in the Mississippi River. 
Only half the mourners at his funeral got back alive to the 
West Indies. During the same years, Francisco Coronado 
trekked extraordinary distances in the Southwest. With 
about 300 conquistadors (“vicious young men with nothing 
to do”), a few blacks, and 800 Indians, Coronado was looking 
for the “Seven Cities of Cíbola,” said to have been founded by 
seven Spanish bishops who, centuries earlier, had fled from 
the Moors to the “blessed Isles.” One of these conurbations, 
according to an imaginative priest, Fray Marcos de Niza, 
was “the greatest city in the world . . . larger than the city of 
 Mexico.” Coronado’s men found only dusty adobe villages. 
“Such were our curses that some hurled at Fray Marcos,” 
wrote one soldier, “that I pray God may protect him.”

Spanish America
For more than a century Mexican and Peruvian gold and 
silver made Spain the richest and most powerful nation of 
Europe. By 1550, $4.5 million in precious metals crossed the 
Atlantic each year, by 1600, $12 million. Not for another cen-
tury would the fl ow of riches wither to a trickle. American 
wealth fi nanced the cultural blossoming of Spain and great 
armies to do the king’s bidding. 

By 1700, Spain’s empire stretched from Florida and New 
Mexico to the Rio de la Plata in South America. In so vast 
a realm, economy and social structure varied immensely. 
Generally, however, land ownership was concentrated in the 
hands of a small group of encomenderos who lived off the 
labor of Indians and slaves imported from Africa. Govern-
ment was centralized in the hands of several viceroys (vice 
kings). The Roman Catholic church exercised great power, 
generally for the good: Many—not all—priests and friars 
took seriously their mission to protect the Indians from 
 rapacious fellow Spaniards.

At a time when only a few hundred French and English had 
slept overnight on American soil, Spanish America boasted 

two hundred towns and cities, twenty printing presses, and 
six universities. The fate of the Indians of Mexico and the 
West Indies, however, was not so bright a story. It has been es-
timated that there were at least five million Mexicans in 1500. 
In 1600, there were a million. In 1492, the Indian population 
of Hispaniola was about 200,000; in 1508 it was 60,000, in 
1514, 14,000. By 1570, only two small native villages survived 
on the island. 

The Black Legend
It can seem a wonder that any Native Americans survived. 
Indeed, the horrors they suffered was the lifetime message 
of a few priests who took up their cause. “I am the voice of 
Christ,” Father Antonio de Montesinos told conquistadors 
who had come to church to doze, “saying that you are all in 
a state of mortal sin for your cruelty and oppression in your 
treatment of this innocent people.”

A Dominican friar, Bartolomé de las Casas, devoted his life 
to lobbying the Spanish king for laws protecting the Indians. 
The Spaniards treated them, De las Casas said, “not as beasts, 
for beasts are treated properly at times, but like the excre-
ment in a plaza.” His scorching description of conquistador 
cruelty, A Brief Relation of the Destruction of the Indians, was 
overblown. De las Casas was a propagandist; propagandists 
exaggerate. But the picture he drew was not fantasy; the ley-
enda nera, the “black legend” of Spanish cruelty, was true 
enough in its essence.

Still, the encomenderos must not be thought unique. In the 
context of the sixteenth century, the atrocities they perpe-
trated were close to the norm. It was an era of indifference 
to suffering, and callousness was neither a Spanish nor a Eu-
ropean monopoly. It was Asian, African, and Native Ameri-
can too, and exercised not only on those of different race. 
Warfare in Europe meant terror for peasants caught in the 
paths of marauding armies. The goriness of Mesoamerican 
religion has been noted. Chinese techniques of torture were 
particularly exquisite. Africans needed no tutoring by out-
siders in savagery.

THE COLUMBIAN EXCHANGE
More Indians died of pick and shovel than at sword point. 
And more died of disease than from forced labor. Columbus’s 
voyage established a biological pipeline between land masses 
that had drifted apart 150 million years before human be-
ings appeared on earth. Some species had fl ourished in both 
worlds: oaks, dogs, deer, mosquitoes, the virus that causes 
the common cold. There were, however, many animals and 
plants in the Americas that were new to Europeans. And Eu-
ropeans brought with them fl ora, fauna, and microbes un-
known to the Indians.

The Impact on America
Native American mammals were generally smaller and less 
suited for food and draft than Old World livestock. The Aztec 



had only fi ve domesticates: the turkey, muscovy duck, dog, bee, 
and a cochineal insect. So, the Spanish were quick to import 
hogs, cattle, sheep, goats, and chickens along with European 
grasses to feed them (plus about 70 percent of the plants we 
call “weeds”). Indians were soon dependent on the newcom-
ers. Even those native peoples who escaped Spanish conquest 
were glad to raid Spanish fl ocks and herds for food. The weav-
ing art identifi ed with the Navajo of the American Southwest 
was refi ned when the Navajo adopted European sheep.

The people of Mexico were initially terrified by the sight 
of a man mounted on a horse. It reinforced their briefly 
held delusion that the Spaniards were divine. Even after the 
Mexicans recognized that horses were ordinary beasts, the 
Spaniards’ equestrian monopoly gave them an immense 
advantage in battle. Within two centuries, runaway horses 
gone feral had migrated as far as the Great Plains of North 
America. There they became the foundation of several cul-
tures that had never heard of Spain. The Sioux, Commanche, 
Pawnee, Nez Percé, Blackfoot, Crow, and other tribes of the 
plains, who had previously done their hunting on foot, cap-
tured mustangs and became peerless horsemen independent 
of European example.

Among the valuable “green immigrants” from the Old 
World were grains such as wheat and barley, citrus fruits, 
and sugar cane. Mexico was exporting wheat to the West 
 Indies by 1535. It is difficult to imagine the West Indies with-
out sugar cane, but it too was an import. Columbus himself 
introduced lettuce, cauliflower, citrus fruits, figs, and pome-

granates to America. Within a few decades of his death, ba-
nanas (from Asia) and watermelons (from West Africa) were 
being cultivated in the New World.

Feeding the World
America contributed few food animals to world larders, but 
American plant foods revolutionized the European, African, 
and Asian diet. Maize (Indian corn), an American native, as-
tonished Europeans by the height of its stalks and the size of 
its grains. Cultivation of the crop spread to every continent, 
increasing the food supply and contributing to the runaway 
increase in population that characterizes the last fi ve hun-
dred years of human history.

The sweet potato became a staple in West Africa, where 
it was introduced by slave traders. (Yams, superficially  
similar to sweet potatos, were already established there.) 
Beans, squash and pumpkins, peppers, strawberries (there was 
a European strawberry, but it was inferior to the American), 
vanilla and chocolate, wild rice, and tomatoes are American 
natives unknown in Europe, Africa, and Asia before 1492.

Of 640 food crops grown in Africa today, almost 600 origi-
nated in the Americas. Manioc (tapioca), also of American or-
igin, is today a staple for 200 million people in the tropics. The 
white (“Irish”) potato, a native of the Andes, provides basic 
subsistence for even greater numbers, from Ireland to China.

Many national cuisines today depend on foods of Ameri-
can origin for their zest, notably the tomato and the extraor-
dinary variety of chili peppers that have been developed from 
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This portrayal of Native Americans, a woodcut, was carved in Germany about 1500, so the artist surely never saw an 
Indian. Note the European facial features. Of all the tribes known to Europeans by 1500, only the Caribs of the West Indies 
ate human f lesh. But, as today, sensationalism sold.
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Mexican forebears. Think of Hungarian paprika, of Italian 
sauces. These, as well as tobacco, were contributed to the Old 
World by New.

Disease
The most tragic of the intercontinental transactions was in 
microscopic forms of life. Many diseases for which Europeans, 
Africans, and Asians had developed resistance, even immunity, 
were unknown to Native Americans before Columbus. Small-
pox, measles, infl uenza, bubonic and pneumonic plague, tu-
berculosis, typhoid fever, typhus, and cholera were as foreign to 
the Americas as horses and Spaniards. Biologically, the Indians 
had not learned “to live with” these killer diseases.

Why were they absent from America? Probably because all 
of these diseases first spread to human beings from domes-
ticated animals that live in herds and flocks—sheep, goats, 
cattle, pigs, and fowl. Native Americans had few such do-
mesticates. The Indians of the Great Plains hunted herd ani-
mals—the bison—but they did not, like Europeans, Africans, 
and Asians, live in close daily proximity to them. The rarity of 
large cities in the Americas also explains the absence of viru-
lent epidemics in the pre-Columbian era. Smallpox, measles, 
and the other terrible ailments Europeans brought on their 
ships are “crowd diseases.” Highly infectious once among a 
dense population, they rage and kill massively. If, before Co-
lumbus, similar afflictions appeared in the Americas, they 
died out for the lack of “crowds” in which to do their work. 

Old World diseases were catastrophic in America. While 
transplanted Europeans and Africans suffered badly enough 
when smallpox or measles swept through a population, 
 Indians died in heartrending numbers. 

America’s microbic revenge was venereal disease. Europe-
ans first identified syphillis as a new disease in 1493, in Cadiz, 
Spain, the port to which, in that year, Columbus returned 
and dismissed his crew. Syphillis was next noticed in Naples, 
where several of Columbus’s crewmen went as soldiers. It 
spread at terrifying speed throughout the world, following 
the trade routes. What better agents for spreading a sexually 
transmitted disease than seamen and the prostitutes who 
were their usual sexual partners?

Europeans, Africans, and Asians reacted to syphillis as In-
dians reacted to diseases previously unknown to them. Symp-
toms were severe and death came quickly. About 10 million 
people died of syphillis within fifteen years of Columbus’s 
voyage. Only later did the disease take on the slower-acting 
form in which it is known today.

An Aztec depiction of smallpox victims. The disease killed plenty 
of Europeans and Africans, but it devastated Indian populations. 
Native Americans had inherited no resistance to the disease (and 
others!) as Europeans and Africans had.

Taters and Tomaters
Europeans took slowly to potatoes and tomatoes. Some 
believed that the former was an aphrodisiac and the 
latter poisonous. Some 300 years passed before the white 
potato became a staple in the country with which we most 
associate it, Ireland. 

Tomatoes were grown in Europe as ornamentals by 1500. 
A Jesuit gourmet pronounced them excellent eating as early 
as 1590 when southern Italians were already growing them 
for the kitchen. By the eighteenth century, they were central 
in Mediterranean cuisine. In the United States, President 
Thomas Jefferson, a gourmet, served them at White House 
dinners. Which is not to say that every guest partook, for 
some medical authorities continued to warn of the dire 
effects of eating them. As late as 1820, Robert G. Johnson 
of Salem, New Jersey, was able to gather a large crowd 
expecting to see him collapse in agony when he announced 
he would consume an entire tomato on the steps of the 
county courthouse.

VD
It has been suggested that syphillis was not carried from 
America to Europe but was a mutation of yaws, a disease 
long endemic in hot climates in the Old World. If so, the 
timing and place of the mutation—1493 in Cadiz, the port 
to which Columbus returned—is a coincidence without 
rival. The case for an Old World origin of syphillis is next 
to no case at all. The only evidence for it is an anatomical 
similarity of the yaws microbe and the syphillis spirochete. 
The argument amounts to “it could have been.”

The evidence for an American origin is mostly 
circumstantial—when and where syphillis first appeared 
in Europe—but powerfully so. And there is more than 
circumstance: The Indians in Hispaneola told de las Casas 
that the disease had been around long before Columbus. Half 
of the buried bodies of moundbuilders which archaeologists 
have exhumed were syphillitic. Signs of syphillis have been 
found in human bones in America dating to 4000 B.C., but 
none in African, Asian, and European bones before 1493.
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Chapter 2

Settlements Across 
the Sea
Motives, Failures, and Finally, a Colony
1550–1624

Where every wind that rises blows perfume,
And every breath of air is like an incense.

—Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher, English poets

The nature of the Country is such that it Causeth much sickness, and the scurvy 
and the bloody flux, and divers other diseases, which maketh the body very poor, 
and Weak. . . . We are in great danger, for our Plantation is very weak, by reason of 
the death, and sickness. . . . I have nothing to Comfort me, nor is there nothing to be 
gotten here but sickness, and death.

—Richard Frethorne, early settler in Virginia

Scotia. Like Columbus, Cabot believed they were the fringes 
of the Indies. He was lost at sea on his second try.

The French king took no interest in overseas exploration 
until 1523 when it was known that America was not the 
 Indies. A French captain captured three Spanish  caravels—
the two nations were at war—carrying an eye-catching 
cargo: 500 pounds of gold dust and three large crates of gold 
ingots. It was booty from Mexico that Cortés had shipped to 
Spain. King Francis I promptly dispatched his Italian naviga-
tor (they were everywhere), Giovanni Verrazano, across the 
ocean. He explored, mostly from shipboard, pretty much 
the entire Atlantic shore of what is now the United States. 
 Verrazano infused new life into the fading belief there was 
an easy sea route to the Indies when he reported that only a 
narrow sandy island separated the Atlantic from the “Indian 
Sea” or, as some mapmakers were soon calling it, “ Verrazano’s 
Sea.” (Probably, he mistook Pamlico Sound, inside North 
Carolina’s Outer Banks, for ocean.)

The pope scolded Francis I, reminding him that the 
world’s non-Christian real estate had been divided between 
Portugal and Spain. Francis dipped his pen in sarcasm and 
asked to see the part of Adam’s will that authorized the pope 

C
olumbus’s story was known all over Europe within 
months. It was the most sensational news since the 
fall of Constantinople forty years earlier. Isabella 
published his report even before he arrived at her 
court. In Rome, it was published in Latin, making 

it accessible to every educated European (and in the hands of 
the continent’s best distribution network, the Pope’s). By the 
time the now celebrated Admiral of the Ocean Sea weighed 
anchor on his second voyage to “the Indies” in September 
1493, his account of the first crossing was circulating in half 
a dozen editions.

England’s King Henry VII, who had brushed off 
 Columbus’s brother, ruminated for a few more years (he was 
a tightwad), then decided to fund an Italian navigator liv-
ing in Bristol, John Cabot (Giovanni Caboto). Cabot had a 
pretty good sales pitch. Columbus, he said, found only poor 
islands peopled by half-naked savages because he crossed the 
Atlantic too far to the south. Japan, Cabot pointed out quite 
correctly, lay just a few degrees below England’s latitude. 
In 1497, he sailed due west. Cabot had a far more difficult 
crossing than Columbus’s because of adverse winds. Instead 
of Japan, however, Cabot found Newfoundland and Nova 
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Reign of Elizabeth I,  1558–1603
queen of England     

1570s  Ignoring official peace with Spain, “Sea Dogs” begin to raid Spanish ships and seaports

Spanish Armada: Spain’s attempt to invade England ends in disaster 1588

1550

The Background of English Colonization 1550–1603

1553–1558 Reign of Mary Tudor, a Catholic: peace with Spain; Protestants in exile in Geneva influenced by Calvinism

1547–1553 Reign of Edward VI: Protestant reformers control Church of England

Humphrey Gilbert and Walter Raleigh attempt to build colonies 1583–1591
 in Newfoundland and on Roanoke Island, North Carolina

Publication of Hakluyt’s Principal Navigations, a persuasive argument for founding colonies in America 1598–1600

to  distribute such gifts. (When a conquistador told a Cenú 
Indian what the pope had done, the Indian remarked that 
“the pope must have been drunk.”)

THE ENGLISH REFORMATION
Drunk or sober, Adam’s will or no Adam’s will, the Americas 
remained (except for Portugese Brazil) a Spanish monopoly 
for a century. Other nations envied Spain’s Aztec and Inca 
riches; they made the 1500s Spain’s siglo de oro, its “golden 
century” of prosperity and culture. But they also feared the 
huge armies Spain’s silver fi nanced. 

There were plenty of transatlantic voyages. French,  English, 
and Dutch fishermen spent winters on Newfoundland, Nova 
Scotia, and even New England maintaining camps for dry-
ing and salting the codfish netted on the Grand Banks. The 
French made a half-hearted attempt to establish a base in 
Canada after Verrazano’s voyage. In 1536, an Englishman, 
Richard Hore, sailed to Labrador with the crackbrained 
scheme of seizing an Indian to exhibit for an admission fee 
in London. But no nation made a serious attempt to found a 
colony until late in the century.

Europe Divided 
The delay owed only in part to fear of Spanish retaliation. 
More important was the turmoil all over Europe in the era 
of the Protestant Reformation. When Cortés was shattering 
the Aztec, a German monk, Martin Luther, was shattering the 
religious monopoly of the Roman Church. When Coronado 
was looking for the seven cities of Cibola in the scorching 
southwest, a French lawyer in rainy Geneva, John Calvin, was 
laying the foundations of a dynamic new religious faith that 
would profoundly shape American history. 

In 1517, Luther denied the truth of several doctrines of 
the Roman Catholic Church. Called to account by the Holy 
Roman Emperor Charles V (who was also king of Spain), 
 Luther denied the pope’s religious authority. The only source 
of God’s word, he declared, was the Bible. In a short time, large 
parts of Germany and the Netherlands and all of Scandinavia 
embraced the Evangelical Lutheran faith. Many ordinary folk 
had long been disgusted by the moral laxity common among 
Catholic priests. German princes, no paragons of morality 
themselves, were attracted to Lutheranism because, if they 
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John Cabot may have been arguing that the Indies could be reached 
by sailing west before Columbus’s voyage. Only in 1497, however, did 
England’s Henry VII finance the voyage of discovery that established 
England’s legal claims to North America. The king rewarded Cabot 
with an income of £20 a year for life. Cabot collected his annuity only 
once. He and his ship were lost on a second voyage in 1498.
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Henry VIII’s Reformation
Just a few years later, the Defender of the Faith broke with 
the Church. Henry had no quarrel with most Catholic beliefs 
and rituals. His problem was domestic, marital, and dynas-
tic. Henry had no male heir and his wife of twenty years, a 
Spanish princess, Catherine of Aragon, was at the end of her 
childbearing years (she was 45 in 1530). There was a daugh-
ter, Mary. But kings still rode to battlefi elds in the 1500s. 
(Francis I was captured and held prisoner by the Spanish.) 
Henry believed that if his dynasty, the Tudors, was to be se-
cure, he must have a son to succeed him, a king who could 
suit up in armor. For that he needed a new, young wife. 

And then there was Cupid, for Henry was a romantic. He 
had been far more loving with Catherine than kings were 
expected to be with their queens. Now he was smitten by a 
comely young flirt of the court, Anne Boleyn. Anne wanted 
more than a mistress’s pillow; she wanted a wedding ring.

The Catholic Church forbade divorce. However, when the 
rich and powerful had marital difficulties, popes were usu-
ally able to find fine print that enabled them to grant an an-
nulment; that is, that there never had been a valid marriage 
in the eyes of God. 

Henry’s case for an annulment was as good as those of 
many another notable whom the Church had allowed to set 
a wife aside. The professors at nine European universities 
 endorsed his case; the faculty at six, three of them in Spain, 
rejected it. But Pope Clement VII was in no position to help 

out the Defender of the Faith. He was at odds with a far more 
powerful figure than Henry VIII, the Emperor Charles V, 
who happened to be Catherine of Aragon’s nephew. And he 
was not doing very well in the dispute. In 1527, the emperor 
allowed his army to run amok in the city of Rome. 

While the pope hemmed and hawed, Anne Boleyn an-
nounced that she was pregnant. If her son—for surely the 
child would be a boy—were to succeed Henry as king, he 
had to be legitimate, born within marriage. Henry directed 
his bishops to grant an annulment and marry him to Anne. 
A compliant Parliament outlawed the pope’s authority in 
England and named Henry head of the Church of  England. 
Henry then emulated the Lutheran German princes he 
had denounced; he dissolved England’s 400 monasteries 
and nunneries and seized their lands. Beginning in 1538, 
Henry sold these prime properties to ambitious subjects. 
Simultaneously he filled his treasury and created a class of 
landowners whose wealth and social position depended on 
defending the Church of England against the Church of 
Rome.

Henry’s Bad Reputation
The best  known portraits of Henry VIII, painted when he 
was middle-aged and corpulent, have saddled him with 
a reputation for gluttony. Indeed, he was a glutton when 
he was older. As a young man, however, he was quite 
handsome and athletic.

The fact that Henry ran through six wives has implied 
that he was as sexually abandoned as other kings who 
surrounded themselves with willing women. However (again 
except when he was quite young), Henry was no lecher nor 
even particularly sexual. Wife five (Catherine Howard) and 
very likely wife two (Anne Boleyn) looked elsewhere for their 
satisfaction. Henry could not bring himself to consummate 
his marriage with wife four (Anne of Cleves). By the time 
he married wife six (Catharine Parr), Henry was morbidly 
obese and assailed by half a dozen health problems. It is 
difficult to imagine that he and Catharine indulged in a sex 
life anywhere near half as wanton as society demands of 
couples today.

A Good Catholic Boy
Henry VIII continued to hear mass in Latin, the core of 
Catholic worship, until the end of his life. (He died in 1547.)
Although he avoided the words, he retained the doctrines 
of transubstantiation and purgatory, which every Protestant 
reformer denounced.

Transubstantiation held that, in the mass, bread and wine 
were transformed into the actual body and blood of Christ; 
purgatory was a real place where the dead whose sins 
were minor did penance for them until, by their suffering 
and thanks to the prayers of those still on earth, they were 
admitted to heaven. It was the doctrine over which Martin 
Luther began the Protestant Reformation. In his will, Henry 
set aside money to pay for masses said for his soul.

He insisted that Church of England priests not marry 
(another practice Protestants condemned) and he rejected 
a proposal that churches be stripped of “papist” statues, 
saying “it is very laudable to pray to saints.” He continued 
to denounce Lutheran doctrines and to burn Lutherans at 
the stake.

Henry was a Protestant? Not really. He was a good 
Catholic boy whom the pope had driven into rebellion.

cut their ties to the Roman Church, they could seize Church 
lands, a fourth to a third of all the acreage in Europe.

Spain, Portugal, Italy, and most of France remained Catho-
lic. In England, King Henry VIII condemned Lutheranism in a 
book, Defense of the Seven Sacraments, which so pleased Pope 
Leo X he named Henry “Defender of the Faith.” 

A Half Century of Instability
The king’s Reformation involved little reform. Henry en-
couraged his subjects to vilify the popes, and he justifi ed his 
seizure of church lands by condemning the principle of mo-
nasticism. But the king was personally comfortable with just 
about every other Catholic  doctrine and ritual, and with the 
Church’s episcopal structure. That is, the Church of England 
was governed from the top down by bishops whom the king 
appointed.
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Until 1580, Queen Elizabeth responded to Spanish complaints about Francis Drake by saying that he acted without her permission. When, in 1580, 
Drake returned from his voyage around the world with his ship packed to the gunwhales with Spanish treasure, the queen had to choose between 
returning it and punishing Drake or accept responsilbity for him, collect her share of his loot, and face the consequences of war with Spain. She 
boarded Drake’s ship and knighted him.
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Elizabeth Regina
Queen Elizabeth enjoyed a good time. 
She was witty and enjoyed bantering. 
She had a romantic streak, but the 
politician in her decided early on she 
would not marry. A husband meant 
political complications. No sixteenth-
century prince would hover quietly in 
the shadows as Elizabeth II’s Prince 
Philip has done for more than fifty years. 
Elizabeth I flirted with young men and 
enjoyed bawdy humor, but she really was 
a virgin queen. A pregnancy would have 
been the end of her. 

Elizabeth was ridiculously vain. Far 
from beautiful, she was a sucker for 
flattery. Walter Raleigh was just one of her 
“favorites” who knew there was no such 
thing as laying it on too thick. The Earl of 
Essex was another. When Elizabeth was 56, 
shriveled, balding, half her teeth missing, 
half of them black, he told her, “I do confess 
that, as a man, I have been more subject to 
your natural beauty, than as a subject to the 
power of the king.” And she lapped it up.

Portraits of the queen as an old woman 
(she died at age 69) show her so heavily 
made up she is clownlike: no eyebrows—

every hair had been plucked—her face 
starkly white, caked with lard dusted with 
chalk, then splotched with bright rouge. 
Her white hair was dyed a brilliant red.

But was the makeup nothing but 
vanity? With no eyebrows to arch 
involuntarily and her face encased in a 
plaster, Elizabeth presented those who 
approached her throne with a face that 
could not be read. She betrayed no 
emotion behind her mask, neither surprise 
nor curiosity nor approval nor anger, no 
matter what a courtier or ambassador 
said. She was a politician to the end.
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For ordinary Englishmen and women, the “English Refor-
mation” meant little. The rhythms of their religious lives re-
mained the same. Pope or king: What was the difference to a 
baker or a milkmaid? Church services and readings from the 
Bible were now in English rather than in Latin. That made 
them less mysterious, but they were familiar prayers and rit-
uals in all other ways. Compared to the violence and psychic 
dislocations of the Reformation on the European continent, 
Henry  VIII’s Reformation was easy not to notice.

However, as people with power have discovered before 
and since, tinkering even a little with an established order of 
things can set loose a wild spirit of innovation. A true Protes-
tantism germinated within the Church of England during the 
brief reign of Henry’s son, Edward VI (1547–1553).  Reform-
ers abolished the mass. Parish priests too Catholic in their 
styles were dismissed. Churches were stripped of statues and 
other Catholic paraphernalia (not least among them chalices 
and candle holders made of versatile gold). The Protestant 
Book of Common Prayer replaced Catholic devotionals.

Alas for the reformers surrounding Edward—he died at 
age 16. His successor, his half-sister, Mary, was the intensely 
Catholic daughter of Catherine of Aragon. For two decades, 
Mary had seethed over her mother’s humiliation and the 
break with Rome. Now queen, she repealed Edward’s  reforms 
and appointed Catholics as bishops. Then she married Prince 
Philip of Spain, a zealous Catholic. Even he, Philip, was 
alarmed by the ardor with which Mary persecuted English 
Protestants. Three hundred people were executed for their 
religion during her reign (also brief: 1553–1558), earning the 
queen the unattractive nickname, “Bloody Mary.”

If Mary had been as sly as she was devout, if she had deliv-
ered a son or daughter around whom English Catholics could 
have rallied, England might well have been eased back into the 
Roman Church. Quite a few powerful nobles and many of the 
gentry were still Catholics at heart. As is always the case, a much 
larger proportion of people of wealth and social position leaned 
in the direction the wind blew. Except in London and southern 
England, the evidence seems to say that, in the mid-1500s, the 
common people were more Catholic than Protestant.

ELIZABETHAN ENGLAND: THE
SEEDBED OF ENGLISH AMERICA
But Bloody Mary was a fanatic. She would not hear talk of 
politics, tactics, and long-term plans when religion was the 
issue. Her successor, her half-sister, Elizabeth, was the pre-
cisely opposite type. She had been raised a Protestant, but she 
was no zealot. Indeed, religion did not much interest her. She 
described the Reformation as “a dispute over trifl es” and said 
she did not care to make “windows into men’s souls,” inves-
tigating their religious beliefs. Elizabeth was a politician. In 
a country religiously divided, Elizabeth cleverly had herself 
crowned in a hybrid ceremony, part Catholic, part Anglican, 
partly in Latin, partly in English.

She comforted Protestants by naming a Church of  England 
man Archbishop of Canterbury and by agreeing to bring back 

the Book of Common Prayer. But when approval of the prayer 
book squeaked through Parliament by a mere three votes, 
 Elizabeth backed off. She refused to persecute Catholics as mil-
itant Protestant advisors urged her to do. A foreign envoy wrote 
home that the queen “has treated all religious questions with so 
much caution and incredible prudence that she seems both to 
protect the Catholic religion and at the same time not entirely 
to condemn or outwardly reject the new Reformation.” 

Elizabeth’s Church of England, like her coronation, was a 
hybrid. Its rites were in English, which was enough for all 
Protestants but the most radical. The mass was abandoned, 
but the Catholic sign of the cross with holy water was re-
tained. Church of England services were so similar to the old 
rites that Catholics did not “discern any great fault, novelty, 
or difference from the former religion . . . save only change of 
language . . . and so easily accomodated themselves thereto.” 
Only after 1570, when one pope excommunicated her, and 
in 1580, when another effectively called for her assassination, 
did Elizabeth begin to execute Catholic leaders, and then she 
did not burn them as heretics but hanged them as traitors. 

The Sea Dogs
Hostility to Spain at Elizabeth’s court also moved the queen 
from neutrality in religious issues to the Protestant side. 
When she was crowned, Spain and England were allies. Hop-
ing to save the alliance, Philip II of Spain proposed marriage 
to Elizabeth. She knew better than to accept. Her sister’s 
marriage to Philip had been the stupidest of Mary’s blun-
ders. However, Elizabeth did not want a war with Spain that 
England could not possibly win. Rather than insult Philip 
with an abrupt refusal, she waffl ed like a coquette; hinting 
she might accept him, then avoiding him, killing time until 
Philip was worn down and left the country.

Elizabeth played a devious game in other theaters of Anglo-
Spanish relations. When Jean Ribault, who had built a French 
Protestant fort in Florida, tried to buy supplies in England, 
Elizabeth threw him into prison for violating Spain’s claim to 
Florida. At the same time, she winked at attacks on Spanish 
ships and towns (“singeing King Philip’s beard”) by a restless, 
swashbuckling fraternity of sea captains known as “sea dogs” 
after a shark common in English waters.

The most daring and successful of the sea dogs was a some-
time slave trader who aspired to cleaner work, Francis Drake. 
In 1577, Drake set sail in the Golden Hind, rounded South 
America by the Strait of Magellan, and looted Spanish ports on 
the Pacific. It was a cakewalk. Spain’s Pacific ports were unforti-
fied. No ship of any other nation had ever plied those waters. 

Drake correctly reckoned that Spanish warships lay in wait 
for him in the Atlantic. Instead of returning to England the 
way he had come, Drake sailed north to California, recondi-
tioned the Golden Hind—no one knows exactly where—and 
struck west across the Pacific. His expedition was only the 
second to circumnavigate the globe.

While Drake was at sea, another sea dog, Martin Frobisher, 
sailed three times to Newfoundland looking for a “northwest 
passage” through North America to the Pacific. While ashore, 



his men found what Frobisher thought was a gold mine. He 
loaded his ships with a thousand tons of ore and sped back 
to England where it turned out to be worthless rock. In 1578, 
Elizabeth licensed another sea dog, Sir Humphrey Gilbert, to 
establish a “plantation” in America on land “not in the actual 
possession of any Christian prince.” Elizabeth was playing 
cute with Spain’s claim to all of North America. 

In 1580, Elizabeth’s game was up. Drake had returned, the 
Golden Hind so overloaded with £600,000 in Spanish treasure 
that it was close to capsizing. Investors collected £47 for every 
pound they had put into the project. As queen,  Elizabeth 
was entitled to £160,000, but to collect meant dropping the 
 pretense of friendship with Spain and going to war. Elizabeth 
boarded the Golden Hind and knighted Drake.

Walter Raleigh and Roanoke
Between 1577 and 1580, Drake relieved the Spanish of 
£600,000 in silver and gold bullion. Some 236 other captains 
set sail in hopes of emulating his success. (None came close.) 
In 1583, with fi ve ships and 260 men, Sir Humphrey Gilbert 
sailed to Newfoundland with the intention of founding a 
permanent base from which English raiders could sally forth. 
There he found thirty-six ships of half a dozen nations fi sh-
ing for cod. With so much company, the living there was so 
pleasant that Gilbert dawdled until winter. He then headed 
south to be caught in a ferocious storm. Bold old dog to the 
end, Gilbert’s last recorded words, shouted across the waves 
to another ship were: “We are as near to heaven by sea as by 
land.” He was: He was drowned.

Gilbert’s half-brother, Walter Raleigh, inherited his license 
to found a colony. Quite on his own, he charmed his way into 
Queen Elizabeth’s favor. In return for his flattery, she lavished 
properties and incomes on him. An ambassador there com-
mented sourly, “two years ago he was scarcely able to keep a 
single servant, and she has bestowed so much upon him that 
he is able to keep five hundred.”

That was an exaggeration, but Raleigh was riding high and 
his life’s ambition was to found England’s first American col-
ony. With so much at stake at Elizabeth’s court—a favorite had 
to be constantly on guard against envious rivals—he did not 
dare to voyage to America himself. Instead, in 1584, he dis-
patched an expedition to select a site for his colony. The men 
returned singing the praises of the Chesapeake Bay and, a bit 
farther south, Roanoke island in what is now North Carolina. 

Roanoke appealed to Raleigh for several reasons.  Manteo, 
an Indian who returned with the reconnaisance party, was 
from nearby Croatoan Island. His tribe would be an ally. 
 Roanoke was closer to Spanish sea routes than the Chesapeake. 
However, a colony on Roanoke would not easily be seen from 
the Atlantic because it was obscured by barrier islands—huge 
sandbars, actually—now called the Outer Banks. (A Spanish 
ship later sent to destroy Roanoke came within two miles of 
the colony and never saw it.) Finally, Raleigh’s maps showed 
him that “Verrazano’s Sea”—free sailing to the Indies, so he 
thought—was somewhere in the neighborhood of Roanoke.

In 1585, Raleigh assembled five ships filled mostly with 
soldiers. Unfortunately, he named a hothead (who might 
have been quite mad) to command the expedition. He made 
enemies of Indians living a few miles from Roanoke by burn-
ing their village because of a petty theft. The soldiers left 
behind to hold the fort through the winter barely survived. 
When Francis Drake (fresh from another round of robbing 
Spaniards) arrived with supplies, they begged to be taken 
home. Drake took them. 

In 1587—he was spending a lot of money!— Raleigh sent 
ninety-one men, seventeen women, and nine children with 
instructions to found his colony on the Chesapeake where, it 
was hoped, the natives would be friendlier. However, one of 
his captains (another ill-advised appointment) dumped the 
settlers on Roanoke. The governor of the colony, a sometime 
artist named John White, was so ineffective as a governor that 

Spanish Virginia
The Spanish did not entirely ignore America north of Florida. 
In 1526, about 500 colonists, including 100 slaves, began 
to build a town at the mouth of the Pee Dee River in what 
is now South Carolina. But the slaves rebelled and many 
escaped to the forests; only 150 Spaniards limped back to the 
Caribbean.

In 1571, two Jesuit priests established a mission in 
Virginia, not far from where, thirty-five years later, the 
English founded Jamestown. They converted several high-
ranking Powhatans to Catholicism, or so they thought. The 
Powhatans killed them.

Spain recognized England’s rights to its North American 
colonies only in 1670.
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John White, later the governor of Roanoke, painted the Indians 
of North Carolina so that Raleigh could use them when courting 
investors. In this watercolor White depicted a man and woman in 
the village of Secotan dining on boiled corn kernels. Indians boiled 
food by dropping heated rocks into watertight baskets or clay pots. 
Understandably, they coveted European iron pots, which could be set 
directly on a fire.
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he was virtually forced to return to England. White expected to 
return the following spring with supplies and more colonists; 
he left his daughter and infant granddaughter on the island.

Three years passed before White returned to find Roanoke’s 
buildings abandoned. The word “CROATOAN” was carved 
on one of the structures in “fayre Capitall letters.” This was a 
good sign. White had instructed the colonists that, if they left 
the island, they were to leave the name of their destination in 
just such a manner. If they were forced to leave for any rea-
son, they were to punctuate their message by carving a cross. 
There was no cross “or signe of distress” and Croatoan Island 
made sense as a refuge; it was Manteo’s home.

But the Roanoke colonists were never found. There are 
many theories of what happened to them based on fleeting 
glimpses of Indians with blond hair or speaking English. 
None has been proved. What happened to the “Lost Colony” 
remains a mystery.

BEGINNINGS OF AN EMPIRE
Raleigh and White failed to resupply Roanoke on time be-
cause, in 1587, Queen Elizabeth proclaimed a “stay of ship-
ping”: No vessel could leave English ports without special 

 license. Philip II had assembled a fl eet of 130 ships with which 
to invade England in retaliation for Drake’s pillaging and to 
put Elizabeth’s Catholic heir, Mary Stuart, on the throne. The 
queen wanted all her sea dogs at home. (And, after dithering 
in agony for years, she had Mary Stuart beheaded.)

The Spanish Armada
In the end, there was no invasion. The Invincible Armada 
of 1588 (the “Spanish Armada”) was a disaster. Indeed, ex-
cept for the king, just about every high-ranking Spaniard in-
volved in the enterprise knew that it would be. When Philip 
answered the rational objections of the Duke of Parma, the 
commander of the invasion army, by saying that God would 
work a miracle, the Duke replied, “God will tire of working 
miracles for us.”

The naval commander, the Duke of Medina Sidona, 
pointed out that only thirty-five of his ships were first-rate 
warships; the rest were transport vessels carrying the army. 
The Spanish would be overwhelmingly outgunned by the sea 
dogs waiting for the Armada. Which was true: The Armada 
carried 172 cannon, the English vessels waiting in the chan-
nel had 497.  So the English would refuse to close and grap-
ple with the large Spanish galleons—the only kind of naval 
battle that favored the Armada. They would, instead, harass 
the fleet from a distance. Everyone agreed that if the 30,000 
troops in the Armada and another Spanish army waiting in 
the Netherlands could be landed in England, they would roll 
over the opposition. But only the king believed they could 
be landed and that the English would fight an all-or-nothing 
war rather than retreat, fighting the Spanish to an expensive 
draw that would exhaust Philip’s treasury. The fact was, the 
mighty Armada was not up to its assigned task; it was a cut-
rate project.

As expected, the sea dogs harassed the Armada in the 
 English Channel but the tight Spanish formation did not 
break. The only vessel lost, the Rosario, was incapacitated not 
by English guns but by a collision with another Spanish ship. 
When the Armada regrouped in Calais in France, the  English 
sent eight fireships—old tubs lathered with tar, stuffed with 
gunpowder, and set afire—into its midst. (The crews of 
the fireships jumped off at the last minute to be rescued by 
speedy boats.) No Spanish ship caught fire, but the atttack 
was a success in causing a panic as the Spanish captains cut 
loose of their anchors and fled to deep waters.

Returning home by rounding the British Isles to the 
north, the Armada was cursed by violent weather, losing 
twenty-eight ships. Twenty ships went aground in  Ireland; 
6,000 men lost their lives. Only half of the great fleet 
made it back to Spain, only a third of Philip’s soldiers. The 
 Elizabethans may be excused for assuming that God had 
lined up on their side. They called the storms that battered 
the Armada “the Protestant Wind” and told one another 
that “God himselfe hath stricken the stroke, and ye have but 
looked on.” There was truth in that: English cannon did not 
sink a single Spanish ship.

Whatever the cause, the Armada’s debacle demonstrated 
that Spain was not invincible. As the siglo de oro drew to a 

Sir Walter Raleigh was a favorite of Queen Elizabeth. That is, she 
kept him around for his conversation and “favored” him by giving 
him property, paying positions at court, a knighthood, and a license 
to plant a colony. Artful flattery was a favorite’s favorite tool. Raleigh 
named Virginia for Elizabeth, “the Virgin Queen.” 
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close, the English, the French, and the Dutch were able to 
ponder the possibility of planting their own colonies in 
America.

Promoters
The sea dogs showed that the English could challenge Spain. 
Other Elizabethan worthies promoted the idea that  England 
should establish colonies as Spain had done. Raleigh was the 
most energetic of the propagandists, but Richard  Hakluyt 
was more infl uential. Hakluyt was a bookish but by no 
means parochial minister of the Church of England. He 
rummaged tirelessly through the libraries of Oxford and 
London, collecting hundreds of explorers’ accounts of the 
geography, resources, and attractions of America. His mas-
terwork, The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffi ques, and 
Discoveries of the English Nation, was published between 
1598 and 1600.

In his books and in uncountable conversations with men 
of money, Hakluyt argued that investment in American 
colonies would infallibly produce profit, add to England’s 
prestige, and “enlarge the glory of the gospel.” He lived until 
1616, long enough to be a shareholder in the first successful 
English settlement in America.

Despite his losses, Raleigh continued to promote coloni-
zation. He told the queen he would make her “lord of more 
gold, and of a more beautiful empire, and of more cities and 
people, than either the King of Spain or the grand Turk.” 
But his day ended not long after the failure of the Roanoke 
colony. He fell out of Elizabeth’s favor, and her successor 
in 1603, James I, stripped him of everything Elizabeth had 
bestowed on him. Raleigh was imprisoned for a decade in 
the Tower of London. He emerged to have one last colonial 

adventure in South America (another failure), returned to 
England, and was beheaded. 

The promoters, like advertisers of every era, played down 
the risks of living in America, puffed up the attractions 
beyond anything the Indians would have recognized, and 
simply lied through their teeth. Virginia, they said, rivaled 
“Tyrus for colours, Balsan for woods, Persia for oils, Arabia 
for spices, Spain for silks, Narcis for shipping, the Nether-
lands for fish, Pomona for fruit and by tillage, Babylon for 
corn, besides the abundance of mulberries, minerals, rubies, 
pearls, gems, grapes, deer.” 

Hard Economic Facts
Every promoter of American colonies promised the possibil-
ity of English Mexicos and Perus. Because the Spanish had 
not found the all-water passage to the Indies, it had to be 
in the north, which the Spanish had hardly explored. Maps 
of the era showed “Verrazano’s Sea” (his grandson claimed 
that just six miles of land separated it from the Atlantic) or 
the “Strait of the Three Brothers” (three Portugese brothers 
claimed to have sailed through the passage west to east!). Be-
lief in the existence of a “Northwest Passage” would survive 
for more than 200 years. Promoters also envisioned colonies 
as havens from which sea dogs would sally forth to seize 
Spanish treasure ships. Hakluyt identifi ed dozens of harbors 
and coves he said were suitable to such enterprises.

Few English investors had moral qualms about stealing 
from the Spanish. After 1600, however, capturing treasure 
ships was much more difficult. The Spanish began to convoy 
them. It was expensive—twenty warships to defend twenty 
merchantmen—but it was effective. 

More compelling for sober English capitalists were signs 
by 1600 that Spain’s American gold and silver mines were not 
unmitigated blessings. Spain’s fabulous wealth had enabled 
her grandees to purchase whatever they desired, to enjoy a 
luxurious life that was the envy of Europe, and to field huge 
armies that terrorized the continent. It was also evident, 
however, that the blizzard of riches blew out of Spain with as 
much force as it blew in. The Spanish purchased food abroad, 
impoverishing their own farmers. Fisheries were neglected in 
favor of buying salted fish from others. The king’s attempt 
to encourage the manufacture of textiles, leather, and iron 
goods was thwarted by the cheapness of imports. Even the 
majority of Spain’s dreaded armies were German and Italian 
mercenaries who spent none of their wages in Spain.

Mexican and Peruvian gold and silver ended up in countries 
with no mines, but with a class of canny, grasping merchants 
and manufacturers. Other nations did the final count of the 
Spanish doubloons, including Spain’s enemies, for the English 
and the Dutch were happy to make and transport whatever 
the Spanish would buy. (Many of the cannon of the Armada 
and the guns the soldiers carried had been shipped from 
 England during the two years before 1588.) Every transaction 
left Spain poorer and her enemies richer. Hakluyt’s projection 
of colonies buying English manufactures shipped by English 
merchants had more appeal to investors than the gold mines 
that might or might not lie under Virginia’s forests.

Northeast Passage
The Northwest Passage to the Indies was not the only 
geographical delusion of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Some explorers, among them Henry Hudson, 
believed that the quickest route to the Indies lay northeast
around the practically unknown far reaches of Norway. 
Hudson’s first attempt to find this waterway in 1607 was—no 
surprise—foiled by sea ice. On his second voyage in 1608, 
Hudson had an even more fantastic scheme: He would sail 
directly over the North Pole. He persuaded his backers that 
the polar ice cap melted during the long days of the arctic 
summer.

Hudson’s second fiasco killed his reputation among 
English investors. However, some Dutch speculators were 
intrigued by his theories and, in 1610, provided him with a 
small ship, the Half Moon, and instructions to search again 
for the Northeast Passage. Hudson ignored his orders and, 
instead, sailed west. He rediscovered New York harbor (and 
the Hudson River) and, with high hopes, sailed into Hudson’s 
Bay. He never sailed out. His crew mutinied and put Hudson 
and his son adrift in a small boat. 
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A map of North America published by Richard Hakluyt in 1682. It is a curious mix of good and bad geography and sheer fantasy. Canada, Bermuda, 
Florida, and Cuba (here called Isabella) are well positioned. Most of North America, however, is pure imagination, most notably “Verrazano’s Sea” 
(Mare de Verrazana) which is a short hop across the continent and provides clear sailing to the Pacific and the Indies. The proximity of Verrazano’s 
Sea was one of the factors that attracted Raleigh to Roanoke.
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Surplus Population
The Crown (the king, his advisors, and Parliament—the gov-
ernment) was interested in colonies because of the anxiety 
that there were just too many Englishmen and women. The 
population of England had soared during the 1500s, particu-
larly the numbers of those with little or no means of feeding 
and sheltering themselves. Many people blamed the “enclo-
sure movement.” That is, purchasers of monastery lands often 
expelled the peasants who had worked them as tenants and 
turned the fi elds into pastures for sheep, enclosing the fi elds 
with hedges. Areas that had grown crops that fed a hundred 
villagers plus some income for the landlord returned a much 
larger income when converted to wool production. But tend-
ing sheep provided work for a mere handful of shepherds.

Former tenant farmers were sent on their way to wan-
der the countryside in gangs, worrying villagers and gentry 
alike with their begging, bullying, and theft. The boldest and 

most desperate waylaid travelers on lonely stretches of high-
way. Most of the refugees flocked into the cities, especially 
 London, to form a half-starved underclass that, like the poor 
of all ages, was a source of disease, disorder, and crime.  By 
1600, there were an estimated 12,000 beggars in the capital. 
Many gathered at Cripplegate, outside the city walls to the 
north, “a surcharge of people, specially of the worst sort, as 
can hardly be either fed or sustained or governed.”

“Yea many thousands of idle persons,” Hakluyt wrote, 
“having no way to be set on work . . . often fall to pilfering 
and thieving and other lewdness, whereby all the prisons of 
the land are daily pestered and stuffed full of them.”

His solution was the alchemy of a sea voyage. Colonies 
would be social safety valves. People who were economically 
superfluous and socially dangerous at home would become 
cheerful consumers of English manufactures, paying for them 
by producing the raw materials that England needed. “The fry 



buying “shares” in the enterprise. The odds their ship would 
simply disappear were the same. But if it did, a dozen (or 
three dozen) shareholders shared the loss; nobody was ru-
ined. And some voyages in which they invested would return 
at considerable profit. 

Trading companies made themselves attractive to inves-
tors by winning privileges from the Crown. Thus, in 1555, 
the Muscovy Company agreed to enter the risky business of 
buying furs in semisavage Russia in return for a monopoly 
on the sale of Russian furs in England. The biggest, most fa-
mous, and longest lived of these privileged corporations was 
the East India Company. Chartered in 1600 to trade in India, 
its powers were so broad that it governed much of the Indian 
subcontinent for a century and a half.

When James I was persuaded that North American colo-
nies would be beneficial to the nation, he issued two char-
ters patterned on the charters of the the Muscovy and East 
India companies. In 1606, the king authorized a company 

of the wandering beggars of England that grow up idly, and 
hurtful and burdenous to this realm, may there be unladen, 
better bred up, and may people waste countries to the home 
and foreign benefit, and to their own more happy state.”

Private Enterprise
The fi rst colonies were not, however, fi nanced and organized 
by the government but by private companies that were forerun-
ners of the modern corporation. These merchants- adventurers 
companies (“adventurer” refers to the adventuring or risking 
of money) had developed as a response to the considerable 
expense and high risks involved in overseas trade.

That is, it was neither cheap nor a sure thing to send a 
ship laden with trade goods out to sea and bring other goods 
back to sell at home. Pirates, warships of hostile nations, and 
storms and shoals waited to do vessels in. A rich man betting 
a large part of his fortune on the fate of a single voyage was 
flirting with ruin. Instead, investors joined with others, each 
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The “pestering poor”: A beggar asks for alms from an elegantly dressed Elizabethan gentleman. Elizabethans believed that the growing 
population of destitute people unable to find work were a threat to domestic peace (they were; note that the gentleman carries a sword 
with which to defend himself) but also a source of colonists to extend England’s presence to North America.
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headquartered in the port of Plymouth to found a colony on 
the American coast between 38° and 45° north latitude. The 
Virginia Company of London was granted the same privilege 
between 34° and 41°. 

The zones overlapped so as to encourage both companies 
to hasten along. Because they were forbidden to set up shop 
within a hundred miles of one another (so they would not 
compete in trading with the Indians), the first to get going 
had the pick of sites.

JAMESTOWN
Both companies sent expeditions to North America in 1607. 
The Plymouth Company established Fort St. George on a 
bluff above Maine’s Kennebec River. The forty-fi ve settlers 
found the northern winter disagreeable, but when Raleigh 
Gilbert arrived with a supply ship in the spring, he insisted 
that “all things were in great forwardness.” Then, at summer’s 
end, another relief ship informed Gilbert that his childless 
older brother back in England had died; he had inherited the 
family fortune! Who needed Fort St. George? Everyone re-
turned home with the happy heir. 

The First Families of Virginia
The London Company had better luck in Virginia, if a de-
cade of wholesale suffering and death may be described as 
lucky. In May 1607, Captain Christopher Newport brought 
the Susan Constant and two other ships into Chesapeake Bay, 
landing his passengers on the James River (named for the 
king). Barely connected to the mainland, the site could be 
defended against Indians but the Spanish could discover its 
whereabouts only by lucky accident. (Many believed that the 
Spanish had destroyed Roanoke.) Captain John Smith, a sol-
dier who remained in Jamestown, as the fortifi ed village they 
built was called, said that Newport’s choice was “a verie fi t 
place for the erecting of a great citie.”

It was nothing of the kind: Jamestown was surrounded 
by brackish marshes. Indians told the English that the river 
water was undrinkable for several months each year. Two 
centuries later, when the town ceased to be Virginia’s capital, 
just about everyone who lived in the place moved out.

Who were the first settlers? The leaders, company officials, 
were gentlemen. There were soldiers like John Smith. The 
others, several hundred of whom arrived each spring, were 
a mixed bag—“of all sortes”—some of them farmers and ar-
tisans (including several Polish glassmakers, Protestant refu-
gees). But the large majority of recruits were probably drawn 
from England’s most wretched and desperate poor. “None 
but those of the meanest quality and corruptest lives went 
there,” one observer wrote.  Sir Thomas Dale, Virginia’s gov-
ernor in 1611, sighed that even after four years “Oh sir my 
heart bleeds when I thinke what men we have here.”

Recruiters for the company were competing with court fa-
vorites who needed tenant farmers for the “plantations” they 
had been granted in Ireland, a much more attractive destina-
tion than Virginia. The industrious and ambitious were in-
clined to sign up with the East India Company that promised 
big money. In the year that Jamestown was founded, the East 
India Company dispatched an expedition carrying £17,000 
in gold bullion and £7,000 in trade goods. By comparison, 
Virginia was a shoestring operation.

Surviving
Tropical Asia was already notorious as an Englishman’s 
graveyard. Of the 1,200 who had gone there since 1600, 
800 were already dead. But Virginia proved even deadlier. 
Christopher Newport left 144 colonists in 1607. There were 
enough provisions to keep them until spring but, in January 
1608, the storehouse burned. The English proved inept at 
hunting and foraging so that, seizing authority, John Smith 
persuaded the Powhatans to sell them corn and, when that 
failed, he raided their stores. Still the Virginians died from 
malnutrition, amoebic dysentery, scurvy, and typhoid fever. 
When relief arrived in the spring of 1608, just thirty-eight 
were alive. 

The “starving times” continued for several years, drought 
adding to other problems. No crop was planted in 1608 and 
a drought ruined the crop of 1609. During those two years, 
500 new colonists arrived. In 1610, Jamestown’s population 

(Virginia Company, 1607)

The overlapping zone

Virginia Company Grant (34∞–41∞)

Plymouth Company Grant (38∞–45∞)
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(Sir Walter Raleigh, 1587)

MAP 2:1 The Virginia and Plymouth Companies, 1607
The Virginia and Plymouth Companies both attempted to plant 
colonies in 1607. Only the London Company’s Jamestown 
succeeded. Note the zone between 38º and 41º north latitude. 
Both the Plymouth and Virginia companies were permitted to 
settle in that area. However, once one had done so (neither 
did), the other company was obligated to build at least 100 
miles away.



was down to sixty. Most of the survivors were living with 
the Indians or huddling downriver near the bay, living on 
little more than oysters. The Powhatans may have tolerated 
 Jamestown when it was so vulnerable because they expected 
nature to eliminate the newcomers for them.

John Smith credited his dictatorship with saving the col-
ony during its first years. Thomas West, Baron de la Warr, 
named governor in 1610, also enforced a rigorous discipline. 
Hoping to make the colony self-sufficient in food, de la Warr 
marched the settlers to the fields like soldiers. Troublemakers 
and the merely idle were punished swiftly and harshly. Even 
then, a third of the colony perished. De la Warr’s successor, 
Thomas Dale, was tougher yet. He prescribed the death pen-
alty for dozens of offenses, including individual trading with 
the Indians and killing a domestic animal without permis-
sion. Virginians were whipped for throwing washwater into 
the streets or carrying out “the necessities of nature” within a 
quarter mile of the fort. 

Authoritarian rule worked. Fields were expanded and ad-
equate “earth-fast” houses (what we call pole buildings; no 
foundations) were erected. Virginia expanded along the banks 
of the James; outlying villages were constructed. Mortality 
remained high. Between 1610 and 1618, 3,000 new recruits 
arrived. In 1619, the population of Virginia was just 1,000. 
Between 1619 and 1623, there were 4,000 newcomers. In 
1624, the population of Virginia was 1,300. Other emigrants 

died before they ever saw Virginia. In 1618, a ship that left 
England with 180 aboard managed to land only 50 of them 
alive. The Virginia Company was able to keep apace with the 
deaths only by throwing hordes of England’s wretched poor 
into the American maw. 

Thank You for Not Smoking
James I called smoking “a custom loathesome to the eye, 
harmful to the brain, dangerous to the lungs, and in the black 
stinking fume thereof, nearest resembling the Stygian smoke 
of the pit that is bottomless.” Charles I felt the same way. 
He said that smoking caused “enervation of the body and of 
courage.”

Neither king was willing to take a cut in income in order 
to discourage the habit. When a big hike in the tobacco duty 
caused a sharp reduction in imports (and, therefore, taxes on 
tobacco), James I reduced the tax.

Two colonies enacted anti-smoking ordinances. Connecticut 
tried to license smokers; only those prescribed tobacco for 
reasons of health could apply. Massachusetts briefly forbade 
smoking out of doors, not for reasons of health or morality or to 
gratify “thank you for not smoking” crusaders, but to prevent 
fires.

When tobacco proved to be a boom crop during the 1610s, the inhabitants of Jamestown planted every available square inch of the
available soil in the weed.
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The “Stinking Custom”
Had the Virginians not found a way to make money, the 
Company would surely have gone broke. But they did—in a 
native American plant that Columbus had brought back to 
Europe on his fi rst voyage: tobacco.

Many Indians, including the Powhatans, cultivated to-
bacco, dried the leaves, and “drank” the smoke of the burn-
ing leaves for religious, social, and diplomatic reasons. (The 
custom of beginning a negotiation by “smoking the peace 
pipe” was real.)  In the Old World, smoking got off to a bad 
start. The Spanish Inquisition jailed an early nicotine addict, 
Rodrigo de Jerez, for seven years. James I loathed smoking, 
calling it a “stinking custom.” The Russian Czar slit smokers’ 
noses. The Turkish Sultan and the Shah of Persia decreed the 
death penalty for lighting up.

To no avail. Addictions are powerful adversaries. Inexo-
rably, the smoking habit spread throughout the Old World. 
Russian explorers found the natives of remote northern 
Siberia smoking before 1600. The lure of the exotic—the 
“trendy”—is always potent among the leisured classes and, if 
they can afford it, the unleisured ape them. Some European 
physicians seized on tobacco as a miracle drug, prescribing 
“the holy, healing herb” as “a sovereign remedy to all dis-
eases.” About 1580, Thomas Harriot said of regular smok-
ers: “their bodies are notably preserved in health, and know 
not many greevous diseases wherewithall wee in England are 
 oftentimes afflicted.” 

At the time Jamestown was founded, the Spanish West In-
dies were providing tobacco for the European market. John 
Rolfe, a smoker who arrived in Virginia in 1609, brought a 
pouch of West Indian seeds with him. This proved to be a 
lucky decision because the Powhatans’ tobacco (a different 
species) he found “poore and weak and of a byting taste.” 
Rolfe experimented in his garden in 1612. In 1614, he had 
more than he needed for his own pipe and shipped four 
barrels of tobacco to England. The reception was sensa-
tional. It sold in a trice at a huge profit. In 1617, Virginia 
exported 10 tons of tobacco at a profit of 3 s. (shillings) per 
pound! In 1618, the shipment topped twenty-five tons, by 
1628, 250 tons.

Who Shall Till the Fields?
Virginia had a reason to exist. Emigrants with skills and ambi-
tions and some with money crossed the Atlantic. They planted 
the very streets of Jamestown in tobacco and founded new 
villages up river. A colony recently starving now neglected 
grain and gardens in order to cultivate a weed to be burned. 
Company agents lamented that the settlers’ “greediness after 
great quantities of tobacco causeth them [neither to] build 
good homes, fence their grounds, or plant any orchards.” As 
late as 1632 in “An Acte for Tradesmen to Worke on Theire 
Trades,” the Virginia Assembly commanded “gunsmiths and 
naylers, brickmakers, carpenters, joyners, sawyers and turn-
ers to worke at theire trades and not plant tobacco.”

It was a losing effort. A carpenter could make a living in 
Jamestown. If he turned farmer he could tend a thousand 
tobacco plants plus four acres of maize, beans, and squash—
enough to support a household of five. It did not require a 
gift for higher mathematics to calculate what the income 
from 10,000 tobacco plants was.

But where was the planter of 10,000 plants to find people 
to work for him? Land was endless. Who would work for 
wages for someone else when a five- or ten-mile hike took 
one to lands that, planted in tobacco, could make a carpenter 
or brickmaker rich?

One source of labor presented itself in 1619 when a Dutch 
ship with about twenty African aboard—probably seized in 
the Spanish West Indies—tied up on the James. The Virgin-
ians bought them with tobacco and ships’ supplies. Periodi-
cally, other human cargos arrived. By 1660 there were 900 
black Virginians in a white population of 25,000. 

But Africans and their children remained a minority of the 
agricultural work force until after 1700. Most of Virginia’s 
laborers were white Englishmen and women. They were not 
free. Some were convicts, sold to planters to serve out their 
sentences as servants. Other servants—not employees but 
bound by law to serve and obey their masters—were volun-
tary emigrants, poor people persuaded to sign “indentures.” 
These documents bound them to work as servants for four, 
five, or seven years in return for their passage to Virginia and 
the chance, when their time was served, to set up as free men 
and women.

Virginia’s headright system, instituted in 1618, employed 
the abundant land to encourage planters to import servants. 
Each head of household who came to Virginia was granted 
50 acres for each person whose trans-Atlantic fare he paid. 
Thus, a family of five secured 250 acres upon disembarking. 
If the family had the means to bring ten indentured servants 
with them, they were granted another 500 acres. Thus was 
Virginia peopled, thus the tobacco grown, thus were the be-
ginnings of a society in which some planters put together 
great estates.

Pocahontas
Shortly after landing in Virginia, John Smith was captured 
by the Powhatans. According to Smith—and he was more 
than capable of inventing a story—he was seconds away 
from having his skull crushed when Powhatan’s 12-year-old 
daughter, Matoaka, also known as Pocahontas, “the playful 
one,” begged the chief to spare Smith’s life.

Maybe. Pocahontas was playful. Naked, she visited 
Jamestown and turned cartwheels in the tracks that 
passed for streets. In 1614, Pocahontas became a Christian 
and married John Rolfe. She bore a son, but both she and 
Rolfe died when he was still a lad, Pocahontas in 1617 while 
visiting England, Rolfe in 1622 when Pocohantas’s uncle 
attacked Jamestown.



The Powhatans
The native peoples of Virginia were called Powhatans. Histo-
rians disagree radically as to just how many Powhatans there 
were when Jamestown was founded; two recent writers on 
the subject say 75,000 and 15,000 respectively. They lived in 
about thirty villages, each with its chief, and were uneasily con-
federated under a paramount chief whom the English called 
 Powhatan. He maintained his position by politics and diplo-
macy but was prepared to use force when defi ed. The English 
heard of a massacre of dissidents shortly before they arrived 
and, in 1608, Powhatan leveled a village called Plankatanks 
when its chief agreed to plant extra corn for the Jamestowners.

The Virginians’ relations with the Indians were erratic 
from the start. Some of them held the Indians in contempt, 
comparing them to the “savage Irish” whom the English had 
long despised. Others prefered living with the Indians to stay-
ing in Jamestown and had to be forced to return. The whites 
and Indians skirmished regularly during the colony’s first 

years, but fatalities were few. The aging chief Powhatan did 
not much like the newcomers, but he coveted the cloth, iron 
pots and pans, firearms, and novelties such as glass beads and 
mirrors that they offered as gifts or in trade. In 1614, when 
John Rolfe married Powhatan’s favorite daughter, the famous 
Pocahontas, something of a détente was inaugurated. The 
Virginians and the Powhatans coexisted.

Then Powhatan died and his successor as paramount chief 
was his brother Opechancanough. He had consistently called 
for war against the colony. John Smith had captured and hu-
miliated him in 1609, and Opechacanough grasped some-
thing that Powhatan seems not quite to have understood. 
Opechancanough saw that a once starving English enclave 
was pushing further annually into the Indians’ ancestral 
hunting grounds, mowing down the trees, and chasing away 
the game. By 1622, a number of Powhatan hamlets on the 
James and Chickahominy rivers had been forced to move to 
make room for tobacco.

The Jamestown Massacre of 1622 was unexpected, sudden, terrifying, and devastating: Three hundred Virginians were killed, 
including several of the Africans who had been sold to tobacco growers three years earlier. The start of it in Martin’s Hundred, an 
outlying village, probably looked much as this contemporary artist rendered it. 
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The Massacre of 1622
In March 1622, Opechancanough and between 500 and 600 
warriors entered Martin’s Hundred, a hamlet seven miles 
from Jamestown. They made as if to trade or chat when 
suddenly, they attacked, killing all seventy-fi ve people there. 
They marched rapidly on Jamestown, wiping out other vil-
lages on the way. Had Jamestown not been warned every-
one there might have been killed. As it was the death toll was 
347 Virginians (including the founding father of the tobacco 
business, John Rolfe).

It was a catastrophe, but it was not enough when fortunes 
were being made. The survivors bandaged their wounds 
and regrouped; the Virginia Company sent 1,500 muskets 
and pistols along with reinforcements. Over two years, they 
gained the upper hand, some calling for what we know as 
genocide: “a perpetuall warre without peace or truce [to] 
roote out from being any longer a people, so cursed a nation, 

ungratefull to all benefitte, and incapable of all goodnesse.” 
In one incident, about 200 Powhatans were invited to a peace 
parley and were poisoned.

By 1625, the Powhatans’ numbers had been drastically re-
duced, but they were able to launch another offensive in 1644 
when they killed 500—one Virginian in 12. What was left of 
the tribe was driven into the interior. In 1669, they numbered 
2,000. By 1685, the Powhatans were extinct. The pattern of 
white–Indian relations that would be repeated for more than 
two and a half centuries had been drawn.

The Virginia Company was another casualty of the 1622 
 massacre. Although tobacco planters were prospering, the 
Company itself never recorded a profit. In 1624, citing eco-
nomic failure and the massacre, King James I revoked the 
Company’s charter and took direct control of Virginia. The 
House of  Burgesses—a legislative assembly established in 
Jamestown 1619, made up of twenty-two members elected 
by  landowners—continued to meet. However, the Crown 
appointed a royal governor with the power to veto laws the 
Burgesses enacted. 

Maryland: A Second Tobacco Colony
George Calvert—Lord Baltimore—was a Catholic noble-
man who had long been interested in colonies. He had 
owned shares in the Virginia Company and purchased 
land in  Newfoundland where, he thought, English Catho-
lics might find a refuge from harassment and persecution 
at home. The harsh Newfoundland winter dismayed him, 
but, in 1628, he visited Virginia and liked what he saw. 
In 1632, Calvert persuaded King Charles I to detach the 
land north of the Potomac River from Virginia and give 
it to him.

Calvert died shortly, but his son, Cecilius, the second 
Lord Baltimore, was also devoted to the idea of a refuge 
for  English Catholics. In 1634, he sent 200 settlers to the 
colony he called Maryland where they founded the town 
of St. Mary’s. Maryland prospered from growing tobacco 
but the two lords’ dream of a Catholic colony was dashed 
from the start. Catholics were never a majority in Mary-
land. When  Calvinist Protestants, intensely hostile to Ca-
tholicism poured into the colony, Calvert had to act quickly 
simply to prevent violence against his co-religionists. His 
Act of Toleration of 1649 provided that “noe person or 
persons whatsoever within this province . . . professing to 
believe in Jesus Christ, shall from henceforth bee any waies 
troubled, Molested or discountenanced for or in respect of 
his or her religion.”

Reminiscent of “speech codes” in colleges today, Calvert 
even tried to outlaw verbal abuse. He prescribed the whip-
ping post for “persons reproaching any other within the 
Province by the Name or Denomination of Heretic, Schis-
matic, Idolater, Puritan, Independent, Presbyterian, Popish 
Priest, Jesuit, Jesuited Papist, Lutheran, Calvinist, Anabaptist, 
Brownist, Antinomian, Barrowist, Round-Head, Separatist, 
or any other Name or Term, in a reproachful Manner, relat-
ing to matters of Religion.” 

Cecilius Calvert, Lord Baltimore, intended Maryland as a refuge 
for English Catholics like himself. Catholic nobles were required 
to pay an annual tax and were forbidden to hold public office 
and to attend university, but their wealth insulated them from 
harassment. Catholics of humble social station were vulnerable 
to hostile mobs. Some went to Maryland during the colony’s early 
years, but they were outnumbered by Protestants from the start. 
After 1692, Maryland’s Catholics were permitted to worship only 
privately in their homes; no parish churches were permitted.
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It was all to no avail. Protestants repealed the Act of 
 Toleration in 1654, inflicting double taxation and other 
 disabilities on Roman Catholics. In 1689, John Coode led 
a rebellion of Protestants who, three years later, forbade 
 Catholics to worship publically. (Oddly, three of Coode’s 
four lieutenants were married to Catholic women.)

OTHER BEGINNINGS
England was not the only European nation to found 
North American colonies in the late 1500s and early 
1600s: French, Dutch, and Swedish adventurers also ig-
nored Spain’s claim to the entire continent—with varied 
results. 

The French in North America
In 1562, the French sea dog, Jean Ribault founded  Charlesfort 
near what is now Port Royal, South Carolina. Like Roanoke, 
the colony simply evaporated. Two years later, René Goulaine 
de Laudonnière took 300 colonists to the St. John’s River in 
Florida. Most of the settlers were Huguenots, French Prot-
estants.

The colony was vexed by conflict with the Indians, the 
refusal of the self-proclaimed aristocrats among them to 
labor (the same thing happened in Jamestown), and the 
desertion of men who stole the colony’s boat in order to 
raid  Spanish shipping. But a problem-free French colony in 
Florida would have been doomed. Florida was too close to 
Spanish Cuba. In 1565, Pedro Menéndez de Avilés set out to 
destroy the French colony. He was dismayed to discover five 
French warships anchored in the mouth of the St. John’s. 
It was a relief  expedition commanded by the ubiquitous 
 Ribault.  Menéndez withdrew a few miles to the south. When 
Ribault’s ships, bent on destroying Menéndez, were blown 
far beyond his camp and wrecked in a storm, Menéndez led 
500 soldiers overland to Fort Caroline and easily captured it. 
With only one casualty, the Spaniards killed 142 during the 
attack. Learnng that most of the survivors were Protestants, 
they murdered them.

Sensibly, French interest shifted north. In 1608, an ex-
traordinary sailor, Samuel de Champlain (he made twelve 
voyages to the New World) founded Quebec on the St. 
 Lawrence River. New France, the St. Lawrence River basin, 
grew slowly. In 1627, there were but 100 French there, in 
1650, 657, and in 1663,3,000. (There were 3,000 Europeans 
just in New  Netherlands—New York—at that time; 50,000 
whites and 2,000 blacks in the English colonies.) Rude as 
it was,  Quebec was a religious and cultural as well as an 
administrative center. A college was founded there in 1635 
(a year before  Harvard, the first English college in America) 
as well as an Ursuline convent school for Indian girls. But 
mostly, Quebec was a rude, uncomfortable trading post 
where Indians exchanged hides and furs for decorative 
trinkets, blankets, other textiles, iron tools and implements, 
guns, and brandy. 

Hispanic Beginnings
In 1565, before marching on Fort Caroline, Pedro Menén-
dez de Avilés established St. Augustine, Florida, between 
the  Matanzas and San Sebastian Rivers. In 1586, Sir Fran-
cis Drake sacked the town, but St. Augustine recovered. It is 
the oldest surviving European settlement in what is now the 
United States.

In 1609, two years after the founding of Jamestown, a party 
of Spaniards walked and rode the banks of the Rio Grande al-
most to its source in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains of New 
Mexico. There they founded Santa Fe, from which traders 
tapped the numerous Indians of the country for furs, hides, 
and small quantities of precious metals. Franciscan mission-
aries sallied out to win the Indians’ souls. By 1630, the padres 
claimed to have baptized 86,000 mostly Pueblo Indians. 

Santa Fe is the oldest seat of government in the United 
States. (St. Augustine was administered from Cuba.) Its 
history, however, is not continuous. During the 1670s, the 
Pueblo Indians were ravaged by disease, hunger, and assaults 
by Apaches and Navajos, whom the small Spanish military 
garrison was unable to beat back. When some Pueblos re-
verted to their old religion, the Spanish hanged several and 
whipped dozens.

In the summer of 1680, led by a chief whom the Span-
ish had imprisoned, Popé, nearly all the Pueblos around 
Santa Fe rebelled, killing half the priests in New Mexico 
and about 350 other Spaniards and Mexicans. The survi-
vors fled south to El Paso. Popé’s Rebellion was the Indians’ 
most effective violent resistance to Europeans since the sk-
raelings drove the Vikings out of Vinland.  Only after ten 
years elapsed were the Spanish able to restore their power 
in Santa Fe.

New Netherlands and New Sweden
In 1624, the Dutch West India Company (organized much 
like the Virginia company) established New Netherlands, 
 claiming as its borders the Connecticut and the south 
 (Delaware) Rivers. Its capital was New Amsterdam, at the 
southern tip of Manhattan Island. New Amsterdam de-
fended what the Dutch hoped would be both a fur-trading 
center and a colony of farmers. A fort where furs and hides 
were purchased from Indians was built at Fort Orange on 
the upper Hudson River, present-day Albany. Fort Orange 
was perfectly located to attract Indian traders from the east 
(present-day Connecticut), from the north, and via the Mo-
hawk River from the west.

New Amsterdam grew slowly but steadily. It was a small 
but bustling commerical center.  The colony exported more 
than 60,000 pelts during its first year. Annually thereafter, as 
many as a hundred Dutch ships tied up in the best harbor on 
the Atlantic seaboard.

Along the Hudson between New Amsterdam and Fort 
 Orange, the West India Company tried to promote  settlement 
by granting huge “patroonships” to rich  Hollanders. These 
were vast tracts of land with 18 miles of river frontage. The 
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patroon’s part of the bargain was to transport and settle fifty 
families on his land, where they would be beholden to him 
almost as serfs. Only one patroonship succeeded, 700,000-
acre Van Renssaelerwyck, just south of Fort Orange. Dutch 
immigrants preferred to find land in western Long Island, 
on Staten Island, and in what is now New Jersey.  There they 
did not have to tip their hats to a patroon.

New Netherlands had trouble finding a good governor. The 
founder of New Amsterdam, Peter Minuit, who purchased 
Manhattan Island from the Indians (or so he thought), was 
quarrelsome. Governor Willem Kieft was as incompetent an 
official as ever breathed American air. His soldiers slaugh-
tered peaceful Indians who had actually taken refuge with 
the Dutch. Several Algonkian tribes retaliated with results as 

devastating as the Jamestown Massacre, reducing the popu-
lation of the colony to 700.

In 1638, Peter Minuit was back in New Netherlands, 
but not with the West India Company’s approval. Now 
 employed by a Swedish colonial company, he founded a 
string of tiny settlements along the lower Delaware River 
and Delaware Bay, mostly on the western bank so as to 
avoid conflict with the Dutch. Only Christiana (in present-
day Delaware) amounted to much. The Swedes and Finns 
 (Finland was then part of Sweden) who emigrated spread 
out along the Delaware from the future site of Philadelphia 
to the southern end of the bay. There were as many Dutch 
and English farmers eking out a living in New Sweden as 
there were Swedes and Finns.

Common Seamen

By our standards, sailors of the age of discovery and colo-
nization were small men; few seamen topped five and a 
half feet. Most were teenagers or men in their twenties. It 
was an unhealthy and dangerous life. Privateers like  Francis 
Drake weighed anchor with three times as many men as 
they needed to sail their vessels, in part because they were 
looking for fights, in part because their men would die off 
of sickness and accidents. In addition to the diseases that 
afflicted landlubbers, common seamen ran a high risk of 
contracting scurvy, a vitamin C deficiency. Scurvy can be 
prevented and even reversed by a diet of fruits and veg-
etables. At sea, however, the menu did not include such 
foods because they were perishable. Meals consisted of salt 
beef, rock-life biscuit called hardtack, water, and wine. Of-
ficers did better. The onions, garlic, and dried fruit in their 
larders doubtless explains the lower incidence of scurvy 
among them.

Seamen faced shipwreck, death in an attack, and the 
hazards of living on a ship: a fall from a yardarm, being 
crushed by a dropped spar, slipping oveboard and drown-
ing. (Few of them could swim.) They might be killed or 
maimed by a crewmate in a fight over a triviality. They 
might die being punished for picking a fight. Discipline 
on the high seas was immediate and brutal. Floggings were 
as regular as rain. Keelhauling (dragging a man under the 
hull from one side of the ship to another) was unusual 
but far from unknown. After a mutiny, Magellan beheaded 
one ringleader, quartered another alive, and marooned a 
third on a desert island. When he pardoned the other mu-
tineers, they were so grateful that they became Magellan’s 
most devoted followers.

A sailor’s labor was heavy. Seamen hauled heavy can-
vas up and down masts, pulleys their only mechanical 
aid. Merely holding the ship on course left a man’s arms 

weary. The crude tiller pitted his strength against the 
power of the wind and ocean currents. Every ship leaked 
and had to be pumped by hand, frantically so during 
storms.

Ships on long voyages had to be serviced regularly— 
“refitted.” Barnacles reproduced to a point where they 
were heavy enough to cut a vessel’s speed by half. If far 
from a friendly port, the crew sailed to a beach where, 
at high tide, the ship was “careened,” grounded, and 
eased on its side. The men then scraped the barnacles—
 horrible work—and recaulked the hull with rope and 
pitch. When the captain ordered that the sails needed 
to be rearranged—rigged differently—seamen virtually 
rebuilt the ship above deck. On the easiest of days, crews 
were kept hopping, repairing sails and lines, scrubbing 
the decks with vinegar and salt water, smoking out their 
quarters to kill vermin. Officers knew that idleness and 
boredom were more likely to cause discontent than 
overwork.

Criminals (the Portugese called them degredados) were 
pardoned if they signed on long voyages when no other 
recruits were available. (Columbus’s crew was rounded 
out with convicts.) They did not raise the moral tone of 
the crew. But most seamen of the age were willing volun-
teers. Many were born in seaports, bred to aspire to noth-
ing more. And, for all its dangers and discomforts, the sea 
offered a remote chance for social and economic improve-
ment. While some of the great captains of the era were 
born into the upper classes, others, like Columbus, worked 
their way up from the bottom. Columbus first shipped out 
as a boy, perhaps only 10 years old. Yet he stood before 
kings and queens. Many conquistadores first came to the 
New World as common seamen and lived to be wealthy 
landowners.

How They Lived
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New Amsterdam when only two or three years from its founding. The Dutch (and the English) always built a protective fort before they built 
houses. New Amsterdam’s fort was far more formidable than the stockades that surrounded Jamestown and Plymouth. The artist makes it 
clear what the colony was all about: the fur trade. Indians are bringing furs by canoe; Dutch ships are waiting to haul them to Holland.
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Thirteen Colonies
England’s North American Empire 
1620–1732

We must be knit together in this work as one man; we must entertain each other 
in brotherly affection; . . . we must uphold a familiar commerce together in all 
meekness, gentleness, patience and liberality; we must delight in each other, 
make other’s conditions our own, rejoice together, mourn together, labor and 
suffer together.

—John Winthrop

They differ from us in the manner of praying, for they winke [close their eyes] when 
they pray because they thinke themselves so perfect in the highe way to heaven that 
they can find it blindfold.

—Thomas Morton

I
n 1608, 125 men, women, and children left the village 
of Scrooby in the middle of England and made their 
way to the port of Hull. There they took ship to the 
“fair and beautifull citie” of Leiden in Holland, which 
they intended to make their lifelong home.

They traveled furtively because they were breaking the 
law. Going abroad without the Crown’s permission was 
forbidden. The Scrooby villagers were willing to risk arrest 
because they were already being harassed for their religious 
practices, even imprisoned in “noisome and vile dungeons.” 
They belonged to a sect called “Separatists” because they be-
lieved that Christians who were “saved” should not worship 
together with the unsaved multitude but should, accord-
ing to the Bible, “come out from among them, and bee yee 
separate.” This belief guaranteed trouble for all Englishmen 
and women were obligated to attend Church of England 
services.

The Separatists are better known as the “Pilgrims.” One of 
their leaders, William Bradford, gave them the name because 
they wandered, as if on a pilgrimage, in search of a place 
where they could live godly lives unmolested.

THE NEW ENGLAND COLONIES
The Pilgrims were not molested in Leiden. Because the Dutch 
were splintered into a variety of religious denominations—
Calvinists much like the Pilgrims, Catholics,  Lutherans, 
 Anabaptists—the great merchants who ran the country 
 adopted a policy of freedom of conscience as the only alter-
native to social instability.

Chapter 3
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Increasing and Multiplying
Nearly half of Plymouth’s settlers died during the colony’s 
first winter. Just four of the survivors more than made up for 
the losses within their own lifetimes. John and Eliza Howland 
raised ten children and had 88 grandchildren. John Alden 
and Priscilla Mullins, who married soon after arriving on the 
Mayflower both lived into their eighties. They had 12 children 
of whom 10 survived to adulthood. Eight of the Aldens married 
and, together, had at least 68 children. Alden’s and Mullins’s 
great-grandchildren, a few of whom they lived to see born, 
numbered 400, four times the original population of the colony.
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Still, the Pilgrims were unhappy. The presence of so many 
Catholics disturbed them. Strict with their children, they were 
shocked by the notorious indulgence of Dutch parents. The 
Pilgrims fretted that their own offspring were “getting the reins 
off their necks,” picking up loose behavior from Dutch com-
panions. And the Pilgrims were unhappy, as foreigners living 
abroad often are, that their sons and daughters were growing 
up more Dutch than English. They may have fled English laws 
hostile to them. They were still English to the core, as ethno-
centric as any Chinese, Ghanian, or Powhatan Indian.

Plymouth Plantation
Some returned to England in trickles. Others, unhappy as 
they were, stayed on until 1620 when a stroke of luck (God’s 

intervention so far as the Pilgrims were concerned) provided 
a way out of their quandary. The old Plymouth Company 
had been reorganized as the Council for New England but 
was having trouble recruiting settlers for a new colony. The 
tobacco boom in Virginia was attracting most  Englishmen 
and women willing to go to America. So, a prominent 
shareholder in the company, Sir Edwin Sandys (himself 
with Calvinist leanings) persuaded King James I to tolerate 
the Pilgrims’ religious practices if they relocated across the 
 Atlantic. 

The exiles in Leiden were delighted. In 1620, they returned 
to England just long enough to board two small ships in 
the harbor at Plymouth, the Mayflower and the Speedwell. 
The Speedwell leaked so badly it turned back immediately. 

A contemporary reconstruction of Plymouth 
when the settlement was several years old. 
This “street” was broad enough for an ox or 
horse to pass, but not a wagon. Others were 
wider. Dooryards were fenced not for privacy 
but to keep hogs our of gardens. Although 
Plymouth had good relations with nearby 
Indians, the town was surrounded by a 
palisade of logs half a mile in length.
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The Mayf  lower was none too seaworthy herself but, well 
 skippered, she survived a rough passage longer than 
 Columbus’s a century earlier.

A hundred settlers, mostly Separatists, disembarked at the 
southern end of Massachusetts Bay. They built “ Plimouth 
Plantation” on the site of Pawtuxet, an abandoned Wampa-
noag village. Pawtuxet had been wiped out three years ear-
lier by disease contracted from English fishermen. To the 
Pilgrims, the sight of open fields ready to be plowed was a 
sign of God’s approval. He had “cleared” the land of people 
(Wampanoag bones still littered the area) to make room for 
his Saints. 

God did not, however, see to it that the Mayflower left 
enough provisions behind and the winter of 1620–1621 was 
a hard one. Half of Plymouth’s settlers died of malnutrition 
or disease before a relief ship arrived in the spring. God then, 
having tested them—the Pilgrims saw God’s hand at work 
at every turning—blessed them again. “A special instrument 
sent of God,” Tisquantum, or Squanto, an Indian speaking 
English well, joined them. 

Squanto was a native of Pawtuxet. He had gone to England 
with fishermen in 1605, was in Jamestown briefly in 1614, 
and was captured by Spaniards. Escaping from Spain, he 
made his way to England. Just six months before the Pilgrims 
arrived in Massachusetts, he had worked his way home on a 
fishing vessel and found Pawtuxet deserted. 

The well-traveled Squanto was a good deal more cosmo-
politan than any Pilgrim. When he adopted the newcomers 
as his tribe, he became, surely, the most valuable member of 
the community. He schooled the Pilgrims in Indian meth-
ods of hunting, fishing, and cultivation, and he guided them 
about the Massachusetts woods. According to Bradford, now 
governor of the colony, he asked for prayers so that “he might 
goe to the Englishmen’s God in Heaven.”

Self-Government
Squanto was a better citizen than many who arrived on 
the Mayfl ower. Even before stepping ashore, Bradford and 
other leaders worried that some of the “strangers” among 
them (non-Separatists) would defy their authority. Several 
had boasted as much; they meant to go their own way once 
off the ship. Because Plymouth Plantation lay outside the 
boundaries the company charter allowed them, Bradford 
and his military commander Miles Standish worried that 
their authority might have no legal standing.

In order to assert it, forty-one passengers signed the 
“ Mayflower Compact” while still aboard ship. The document 
began by asserting everyone’s enduring loyalty to “our dread 
Sovereign Lord King James”; This was standard fare. The 
Compact then declared settlers bound together in a “Civil 
Body Politik” for the purpose of enacting and enforcing laws. 
The Mayflower Compact is memorable because of its im-
plicit principle that a government’s authority was based on 
the consent of those who are governed. 

Not that it occured to the Pilgrims to create a democracy. 
They would have shuddered at the suggestion. Democracy
was a dirty word; in the seventeenth century it meant “mob 

rule.” Nevertheless, in practice, Plymouth was a rather dem-
ocratic place. Almost every male Separatist head of house-
hold voted to elect the governor. (They reelected Bradford 
annually for thirty years.) Many community questions were 
resolved by vote. Women could not vote even if they were 
heads of household. Nor could adult unmarried males who 
owned no land, nor “strangers.” Still, so broad a popular par-
ticipation in government was found in few places elsewhere 
in the world.

Subsistence Economy
The Pilgrims experienced little interference from England. 
The Crown took no interest in the colony after chartering a 
company to run it. The major shareholders in the Plymouth 
Company, who remained in England, would have dispatched 
reams of directives and a new governor (the Mayfl ower Com-
pact meant nothing to them) had Plymouth stumbled on a 
moneymaker like Virginia’s tobacco. But the Pilgrims never 
did. Furs and hides purchased from Indians provided some 
income with which to buy English goods. Fishing helped; 
there was a market for salted codfi sh in Europe. 

But that was about it. Plymouth was largely a community 
of subsistence farmers. The Pilgrims raised enough food to 
feed themselves, but they were quite poor. When the gov-
ernor of New Netherlands, Peter Minuit, sent Governor 
Bradford “two Holland cheeses”—a rather modest gift, it 
would seem—Bradford had to apologize for “not having 
any thing to send you for the present that may be accept-
able.” Plymouth’s population remained small. There was no 
repetition of the terrible mortality of the first winter, but 
epidemic disease was a regular visitor: In 1628, eighteen 
women arrived in Plymouth to find husbands; fourteen 
died within a year.

Plymouth’s poverty discouraged the shareholders back 
in England. In 1627 they agreed to sell out to the colonists. 
Even then it took the Pilgrims fifteen years to pay them off. 
Nonetheless, the sale transferred legal control of Plymouth 
Plantation to its inhabitants. Plymouth was effectively a self-
governing commonwealth until 1691 when it was absorbed 
into its younger but much larger neighbor to the north, 
 Massachusetts Bay.

Massachusetts Bay
Self-government was half accidental in Plymouth. Had a 
plowman turned up a vein of gold ore in his corn fi eld, the 
Company would have exercised its charter prerogatives and 
the Crown might have royalized Plymouth as it did Virginia 
in 1624.

In Massachusetts Bay, by way of contrast, self-government 
was part of well-laid plans from the start. Massachusetts was 
a bigger and better-organized operation than either James-
town or Plymouth. The first wave of settlers in 1630 totaled 
a thousand people in seventeen ships. Such an operation re-
quired massive stores of provisions. There were no starving 
times in Massachusetts Bay (located about forty miles north 
of Plymouth). The founders of the Bay Colony worked out 
the details before they weighed anchor. In just a few months, 
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seven towns were under construction. And colonists kept 
coming. In the “Great Migration” of 1630–1640, 20,000 peo-
ple arrived in Massachusetts.

They were a pretty solid lot. By design, the settlers were a 
fair cross section of English society. They were of both sexes, 
evenly divided. (The ratio of emigrants to Virginia was four 
men for each woman, in Spanish Mexico ten to one.) They 
were of all age groups and social classes up to the rank of lady 
and gentleman. There was even one noblewoman in the first 
wave, but she had come just to have a look and returned to 
England. Most settlers were farmers and laborers, but there 
were skilled artisans of many trades, and professionals, nota-
bly university-educated ministers.

The founders of Massachusetts Bay meant to create a New
England, a society like that they had always known. Except 
in one particular: Although they insisted that they were 
members of England’s established church, the founders of 
Massachusetts abhorred the Church of England’s structure 
and rituals and none too politely, they called bishops “the 
excrement of Antichrist.” They denounced Anglican ceremo-
nies as Catholic. England had embraced sinful ways in its 
hybrid church; New England would be a truly godly com-
monwealth.

To ensure that they would shape their Zion without inter-
ference, the colonists brought the Massachusetts Bay Com-
pany charter with them. It provided the shareholders (all of 
them emigrants; shareholders who chose to remain in  England 
sold out to those who went) with self- government. What 

took Plymouth twenty years to accomplish,  Massachusetts 
Bay had from the start.

Puritan Beliefs
These cautious, calculating people were the Puritans. Like 
the Pilgrims, they were Calvinists. They believed that human 
nature was inherently depraved, that all men and women 
bore the stain of Adam’s and Eve’s original sin. In the words 
of Massachusetts poet, Anne Bradstreet, man was a “lump of 
wretchedness, of sin and sorrow.”

It was a harsh doctrine: If God were just, and nothing 
more, every son and daughter of Eve would be damned to 
hell for eternity because of their sinful nature. God was all 
good; there was nothing that a man or woman could do—no 
“good works,” no act of charity, no sacrifice, no performance 
of a ritual, not even a statement of faith—to earn salvation. 
Everybody deserved damnation.

Fortunately, God was not merely just. He was also loving 
and merciful. He chose some people—elected them—and 
bestowed grace upon them. They were his “Saints.”

Having been so abundantly and undeservedly blessed—for 
they were as inherently sinful as anyone—the Elect bound 
themselves in a covenant (contract) with God. They would 
enforce God’s law in their community. If they failed to do 
so, they understood, if they tolerated sinning, God would 
punish their community as surely as he had punished his 
covenanted people of the Old Testament, the Hebrews, when 
they tolerated sin.

Merrymount
“Merrymount” (later Quincy) was a 
few miles from Plymouth. In 1623, an 
eccentric character named Thomas 
Morton persuaded several 
other settlers (in the words of 
Governor Bradford) to found 
a town where they would be 
“free from service, and . . . 
trade, plante, & live togeather 
as equalls.”

According to Bradford, 
Merrymount was a riotous 
place. Its inhabitants were 
frequently drunk and “set 
up a May-pole, drinking and 
dancing aboute it many days 
togeather, inviting the Indean 
women, for their consorts, 
dancing and frisking together, 
(like so many fairies, or furies rather,) and 
worse practices.”

Bradford had economic as well as 
moral reasons for wanting to close down 

Merrymount. Morton was stealing the 
Indian trade from Plymouth by offering 
firearms in return for furs and hides. This 
worried Bradford because the Indians 

were better hunters than the whites 
“by reason of ther swiftnes of foote, & 
nimblnes of body,” and because their 

guns might easily be turned against 
Plymouth. He sent Captain Miles Standish 
and a few soldiers to arrest Morton. 
There was no battle because, according 

to Bradford, Morton and 
his friends were too drunk 
to resist. The only casualty 
was a Merrymounter who 
staggered into a sword and 
split his nose.

Morton was put on an 
island to await a ship bound 
for England. Indian friends 
brought him food and liquor 
and helped him escape, 
whence he returned to 
England on his own and 
denounced the Pilgrims. 
Neither he nor the Pilgrim 
Fathers were punished. If 
the authorities had been 

familiar with the phrase “can of worms,” 
they would surely have applied it to the 
squabble.
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The Puritan covenant is central to understanding the so-
ciety and culture of Massachusetts, which differs so signifi-
cantly from our own that it can be difficult to realize that the 
Puritans are culturally our ancestors.

Errand in the Wilderness
Schoolchildren were once taught that the Puritans fl ed to 
America so that “they could worship as they pleased.” Not 
really: Unlike the handful of Pilgrims, the Puritans were nu-
merous in old England, and they included among them quite 
a few people of high station. In regions where they were few, 
they were harassed. But where the big landowners, even the 
nobles, were Puritans, they took over Church of England par-
ishes. Puritans were particularly powerful in  England’s eastern 
counties—Norfolk, Suffolk, Cambridgeshire,  Lincolnshire—
from which most of Massachusetts’s early settlers came. Mas-
sachusetts Bay’s most prominent minister, John Cotton, had 
held the pulpit at St. Botolph’s in old  Boston, said to have 
been the largest parish church in England. He was a man of 
high status and great infl uence. Cotton did not hide in hedges 
to escape persecution. When church authorities fi nally called 
him to task for his Calvinist preaching, he simply resigned, 
packed up, and went to Massachusetts.

Far from suffering because of their religious beliefs, most 
of the 20,000 Puritans who removed to Massachusetts in the 
“Great Migration” left England because they lacked the au-
thority to prevent others from worshiping as they pleased. 
All around them they saw with dismay a “multitude of ir-
religious, lascivious, and popish persons.” In tolerating this 
sinfulness, old England was flagrantly violating God’s law 
and courting his wrath. “I am verily persuaded,” wrote John 
Winthrop, who became governor of Massachusetts Bay, that 
“God will bring some heavy affliction upon this land.”

The Saints did not want to be around for the payoff. In 
Massachusetts, they would escape old England’s punishment 
because their church and colony would be purified of Catho-
lic blasphemies (thus the name Puritan) and the covenant 
honored.

The Puritans said that they were on an “errand into the 
wilderness.” For years, some of them nursed the illusion that 
old England would look across the ocean, see by the Puritan’s 
example the error of their ways, and invite the Puritan fa-
thers home to escort England into righteousness. “We shall 

be as a citty on a hill,” Winthrop wrote, a beacon of inspira-
tion visible from afar.

Community
The Puritans believed in a community of a kind that little 
 resembles what we mean by the word. Every member of the 
Puritan community was (in theory) bound to every other by a 
network of ties as intricate as a spider’s web. People had rights, 
but their obligations to others—religious, economic, social—
 preoccupied the Puritans. In Winthrop’s words, “every man 
might have need of [every] other, and from hence they might be 
knit more nearly together in the bond of brotherly affection.”

The Puritans were suspicious of individualism; they had 
no time for eccentricity. The covenant made it all-important 
to be ever on the lookout for sin and to punish it promptly. 
Even behavior that was mildly dubious attracted the notice 
of Puritan zealots, and a brotherly word or two. Judge  Samuel 
Sewall heard that his cousin had taken to wearing a wig, then 
the height of fashion. The troubled judge crossed town to 
tell his kinsman that artificial hair was sinful; God had se-
lected each person’s hair; was one to question his choice? To 
the  Puritans, Sewall was not a busybody. He was being chari-
table; he was looking after his cousin’s soul. The cousin liked 
his wig too well to give it up, but it never occurred to him to 
tell Sewall to go mind his own business. He argued only as to 
whether wigs really were sinful.

Sin was not just an individual sinner’s business. If the com-
munity knew of a sin and failed to punish it, in that case, the 
entire community was subject to God’s wrath. Simple people 
understood this principle so alien to us. In 1656, a teenager 
named Tryal Pore was caught in the sin of fornication; she 
told her congregation in her confession that “by this my sinn 
I have not only done what I can to Poull Judgement from the 
Lord on my selve but allso upon the place where I live.” 

Messages from On High
Almost every happening out of the ordinary was likely to 
strike some Puritans as a sign from God. After a series 
of earthquakes in New England, Michael Wigglesworth 
observed that “these notable Winks of God do very often 
betoken his Anger toward Mankind.” God’s signs could 
be quite personal. When the Rev. Cotton Mather’s small 
daughter tottered into a fire and severely burned herself, 
Mather, in painful anguish wrote in his journal: “Alas, for my 
sins the just God throws my child into the fire.”
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Never on Sunday
Husband and wife were not to have sexual intercourse on 
Sunday. Because a common superstition had it that a child 
was born on the same day of the week on which it was 
conceived, the parents of an infant delivered on Sunday 
(one in seven, one has to guess) were at least the subject 
of gossip. The Rev. Israel Loring of Sudbury refused to 
baptize children born on Sunday. Then, one Sunday, his 
wife presented him with twins.

Blue Laws
The statutes of Massachusetts (and other colonies) brimmed 
with regulations of behavior that would today be considered 
outrageous or ridiculous blue laws. The blue laws applied to 
everyone, visitor as well as resident, the unregenerate as well 
as the elect, nonchurch members as well as church members.

God commanded that the sabbath be devoted to him. 
Therefore, the Puritans forbade, on Sundays, activities that, 
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on Wednesday or Thursday, were perfectly in order: work-
ing, tossing quoits or wrestling, whistling a tune, “idle chat-
ter,” “dancing and frisking,” even “walking in a garden.” Some 
things appropriate in private were forbidden in public. In 
1659, a sea captain named Kemble returned from a three-
year voyage and warmly kissed his wife on the threshold of 
their home. He was sentenced to sit in the stocks for two 
hours for “lewd and unseemly behaviour.”

A woman who was a “scold” (given to “Exorbitancy of the 
Tongue in Raling and Scolding”) was humiliated on the duck-
ing stool. She was strapped to a chair on a plank mounted 
like a see-saw, and dunked in a pond to her humiliation and 
everyone else’s amusement. Church attendance was manda-
tory. In Maine (then part of Massachusetts) in 1682, Andrew 
Searle was fined 5 shillings “for not frequenting the publique 
worship of god” and for “wandering from place to place 
upon the Lords days.” More serious offenders—thieves, ar-
sonists, assaulters, wife beaters—were flogged, branded, had 
their ears cropped, or their nostrils slit. 

However, so far as capital crimes were concerned, 
 Massachusetts was positively liberal. In England during the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the number of capi-
tal crimes rose steadily until, in time, there were more than 
a hundred of them. A wretch could be hanged for snaring 
a rabbit on a gentleman’s land. But the Puritans reserved 
hanging or burning at the stake for those offenses that were 

 punished by death in the Bible: blasphemy, witchcraft, trea-
son, murder, rape, adultery, incest, sodomy (homosexuality), 
and buggery (bestiality in the Puritan lexicon).

Even then, the Puritans were not bloodthirsty. Many peo-
ple convicted of capital crimes were let off with lesser sen-
tences. Between 1630 and 1660, fewer than twenty people 
were executed in Massachusetts: four murderers, two infan-
ticides, three sexual offenders, two witches, and four Quak-
ers, members of a religious sect believed to “undermine & 
ruine” authority.

Cases of adultery during the sixty years the Puritans gov-
erned Massachusetts are beyond counting, but there were 
only three executions for the crime. Most adulterers were let 
off with a whipping or branding or, although clearly guilty, 
they were acquitted by juries which did not care to see the of-
fenders executed. Connecticut proclaimed the death penalty 
for a child who struck or cursed his parents, but the law was 
never enforced. When Joseph Porter was brought to court 
for calling his father “a thief, liar, and simple ape shittabed,” 
his conviction was thrown out on appeal. New Haven made 
masturbation a capital offense, but while offenders were 
surely multitudinous, none was hanged.

It is important to understand about societies past that 
what the law said and what the articulate voiced do not al-
ways describe everyday practice. On paper, Massachusetts 
was a police state. But not every Puritan was a fanatic. When 
authorities stripped two Quaker women to the waist and 
whipped then until blood ran down their breasts, villagers 
were so disgusted that they mobbed the authorities and set 
the women free.

Puritan Names
Many Puritans named their children from the Old Testament, 
after the great figures, of course—Adam, Noah, Deborah, 
Judith—but also after obscure ones: Ahab, Zerubbabel, 
Abednego, and so on.

Some Puritans used their children’s names to make a 
statement. Increase Mather, a prominent minister, got his 
name from the Biblical injunction, “Increase, multiply, and 
subdue the earth.” Records have not revealed anyone called 
Multiply or Subdue, but there was a Fight the Good Fight of 
Faith Wilson, a Be Courteous Cole, a Kill-Sin Pemble, and a 
Mene Mene Tekal Upharsin Pond. Other notable names: The
Lord is Near, Fear-Not, Flee Fornication, and Job-Raked-Out-
of-the-Ashes.

A couple named Cheeseman was told their infant would die 
during childbirth. Not knowing the child’s sex, they baptized it 
Creature. Creature Cheeseman fooled the midwife and lived a 
long life bearing her unusual monicker.

Too much must not be made of these names. Only 4 percent 
of Puritans were saddled with them. Half of the girls in records 
of Massachusetts Bay baptisms were bestowed just three 
rock-solid English names: Sarah, Elizabeth, and Mary. Almost 
half the boys were John, Joseph, Samuel, or Josiah.

A few hours sitting in the stocks—public humiliation—was a common 
punishment for minor offenses in early New England. A variation on 
the stocks was the pillory, in which the offender stood, head and hands 
locked in place. Laughter and mockery of the offender were accepted; 
physical abuse was not.
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Assumptions
Little as they liked James I and Charles I, the Puritans as-
sumed that monarchy was sacred. Democracy—known to 
them only in the abstract—was a horrifying concept. They 
were nationalists too; English customs, they believed, were su-
perior to those of every other people. Children were born full 
of sin, “vipers and infi nitely worse than vipers,” and were to 
be rigorously bent to godliness and their parents’ will. “ Better 
whipped than damned.” Wives were subordinate to their hus-
bands, women to men, although not to male servants. (Once 
again, these were ideals: Puritans did not routinely brutalize 
their children, and many a wife, albeit privately, told her lord 
and master what to do whence he did it.)

The Puritans assumed that clear social distinctions were 
God’s will. “Some must be rich, some poore,” said John 
 Winthrop, not some happen to be rich, some happen to be 
poor. It was an offense when people dressed themselves in 
a way inappropriate to their social class. In Connecticut in 
1675, thirty-eight women were arrested for wearing silk. 
Obviously, they could afford such finery, but their social 
standing did not entitle them to wear it. Another law forbade 
people of humble station—farmers, laborers—to wear silver 
buckles on their shoes. Silver was “fit” only for magistrates 
and ministers.

The magistrates who governed the New England colonies, 
which, at the start, legally owned all the land, closely regu-
lated where people could acquire it. That is, a family could 
not pick up, move into the forest, select land for a farm, pay 
for it, and have a home. New arrivals and people of an over-
populated township for whom there was no land were, in 

groups of 50 to 100 familes, alloted land for a new township 
usually abutting on an existing township at the edge of settle-
ment. Within the new township, each family was assigned a 
homesite in a compact village, fields for tillage, a woodlot for 
fuel, and the right to keep livestock on the town common.

Social control enabled the Puritans to create the most liter-
ate population in the world. In 1642, Massachusetts required 
parents to teach their children how to read. In 1647, town-
ships of fifty families were required to support an elemen-
tary school, towns of a thousand a Latin School (a secondary 
school for boys only). A college to train ministers, Harvard, 
was founded in 1636.

RHODE ISLAND, CONNECTICUT,
AND NEW HAMPSHIRE
In 1630, there were two colonies in New England:  Plymouth 
and Massachusetts. Within ten years there were seven, four 
of which were to become states. The rapid multiplication 
of New England’s colonies was a direct consequence of the 
 Massachusetts Puritans’ intolerance of diverse religious 
views and the General Court’s (the governing assembly’s) 
tight control of land grants.

Troublesome Roger Williams
Rhode Island and Providence Plantations (still the long of-
fi cial name of the smallest state) was founded by a brilliant 
but cranky minister named Roger Williams who had differ-
ences with the governors of Massachusetts from the start. 
Williams was a strict Puritan and impeccable in his personal 
behavior. But he came to conclusions at odds with Governor 
Winthrop, the General Court, and “establishment” ministers 
like John Cotton; and he insisted on expressing them.

Williams agreed that most people were damned, that God 
bestowed his grace on very few. But just who were the Elect? 
Massachusetts ministers had procedures for determining 
who were “visible saints” and, therefore, who were admit-
ted to church membership and the right to vote. Williams 
insisted that no one could be certain of anyone’s election 
but his own. To underscore his point, he said that while he 
prayed with his wife, he did not know for certain if she was 
truly saved. She knew; God knew; no one else could know.

Therefore, Williams concluded, religion and  government—
church and state in our terms—must be separate. If the elect 
could not be known, there must be no religious test, as there 
was in Massachusetts, to determine who could vote to choose 
magistrates or, at a town meeting, who could vote whether 
to spend public money to bridge a stream or to use it for 
something else. Every male head of household should have 
that right, Williams insisted.

This was a dangerous doctrine. Church members were a 
minority in Massachusetts. Williams’s teaching threatened 
the Puritans’ control of the commonwealth—the very reason 
they had come to America, to be in charge. If the majority 
of the people, the unregenerate as well as the saints, made 

New Englanders did not live in log cabins. That durable American 
institution was introduced by Swedes and Finns living along the 
Delaware River. New Englanders erected frames of hewn timbers 
a foot and more square and sided the frame with overlapping 
clapboards. Frame construction required a sawmill and skilled 
carpenters and joiners, both of which the well-organized Puritans 
had from the start. This substantial home—much larger than the 
norm—was constructed in Dedham, Massachusetts, in 1637.
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laws and elected officials, the covenant would soon lay in tat-
ters and God would “surely break out in wrath” against the 
colony.

Williams also rattled the Winthrop oligarchy by preaching 
that their royal charter did not give them legal and moral 
ownership of the land. The Indians owned the land by right 
of occupation. Colonists must purchase land from the na-
tives if they were to dwell on it. In fact, Massachusetts Bay 
did pay the Indians for much of the land they occupied. But 
when Williams called the Massachusetts charter “a solemn 
public lie,” he was attacking a document that was sacrosanct. 
The charter was the foundation of Massachusetts’s virtual 
independence.

Rhode Island: “The Sewer 
of New England”
John Winthrop admired Roger Williams. He turned to him 
often for advice. But after several years of Williams’s subver-
sive preaching, the top Puritans had their fi ll: Williams was or-
dered to return to England. Instead, he fl ed to the forest, spent 

the winter with the Narragansett Indians, and then established 
a farm and trading post, Providence, on Narragansett Bay, 
which was beyond the boundaries of Massachusetts Bay. He 
soon had neighbors, Puritans who shared his beliefs or were 
attracted by the prime land of what became Rhode Island.

Williams may have believed the king had no right to give 
away lands the Indians owned. However, he also knew that 
he needed the Crown’s recognition of Rhode Isand if the 
colony were to be safe from a takeover by Massachusetts Bay. 
In 1644, he sailed to London where he won a charter for his 
colony. Massachusetts, reverential toward its own charter, 
would not violate Rhode Island’s. 

In fact, the Massachusetts Puritans had good reasons to 
leave Rhode Island alone. It was useful as a place to which to 
banish dissenters. So long as problem settlers took their blas-
phemies beyond the colony’s borders, the Puritan fathers did 
not have to fear God’s anger. But shipping colonists back to 
England was risky: They might appeal to the Crown and win 
their case. Rhode Island was a better alternative. Dissenters 
banished there were likely to stay there. The Puritans called 
Rhode Island the “sewer of New England.” Quite like us, they 
shuddered to think about sewers. Quite like us, they under-
stood their usefulness.

Anne Hutchinson
The fi rst important dissenter to be banished to Rhode  Island 
was Anne Hutchinson, in 1638. Hutchinson was a devout 
member of the Massachusetts elite. (She was Winthrop’s 
neighbor.) Taking seriously the admonition that saints 
should study the word of God, she invited people into 
her home on Sundays to discuss the morning’s sermon. 
Hutchinson’s analysis of it was often critical and sometimes 
acerbic. When her meetings grew in popularity, it raised the 
hackles of the preachers who were the targets of her intel-
ligence and wit.

They shook their heads that a woman should be a theo-
logian. “You have stept out of your place,” Winthrop told 
Hutchinson, “you have rather bine a Husband than a Wife 
and a preacher than a Hearer.” Such behavior was not “fit-
ting for your sex.” Indeed, Winthrop believed that a woman 
jeopardized her mental balance by thinking about difficult 
theological questions.

Had Hutchinson’s offense been no greater than crowing, 
she might have gotten off with a reprimand. She had influen-
tial supporters. But Hutchinson taught that some people—
her, for instance—were divinely inspired. This was antino-
mianism, a grave heresy. The word’s two Greek roots mean 
against and the law. That is, antinomians believed that people 
specially blessed by God were above the rules and regulations 
of human governments. As Winthrop put it, Hutchinson said 
that she was not “subject to controll of the rule of the Word or 
of the State” and therefore, she was “a woman not fit for our 
society.” Another of her judges, the Rev. John Wilson, used 
stronger language. Hutchinson was “a dangerous instrument 
of the Devil raised up by Satan amongst us.” 

To ensure that Anne Hutchinson was convicted, she was 
charged with eighty heresies! Something would stick and it 
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MAP 3:1 The New England Colonies. The Crown recognized 
seven colonial entities in New England: Plymouth (founded 
1620), Massachusetts (1630), Connecticut (1636), Rhode Island
(1636, chartered 1644), New Haven (1638), New Hampshire 
(chartered 1622, first real settlement 1638), Maine (first settled 
1623). Connecticut absorbed New Haven in 1622. Massachusetts 
acquired Maine in 1677. Plymouth was joined to Massachusetts 
in 1691. Eastern Long Island was settled by New Englanders but 
was incorporated into New York in 1664.



did. She was banished to Rhode Island; some of her disciples 
followed. 

New Hampshire, Maine, and Connecticut 
As early as 1622, the Crown had given what are now the 
states of New Hampshire and Maine to two courtiers, grant-
ing them the same powers Lord Baltimore had in Maryland. 
John Mason and Fernando Gorges had no high-fl own proj-
ects in mind, like Baltimore’s Catholic refuge. They wanted 
to make money selling land to settlers. Fishermen founded 
villages in Gorgas’s Maine and a few farmers drifted over the 
border from Massachusetts to Mason’s New Hampshire, but 
not until a disciple of Anne Hutchinson, Rev. John Wheel-
wright, led a group north was there a noticeable English 
presence above Massachusetts.

Neither Maine nor New Hampshire made much money 
for their proprietors, and Massachusetts Bay disputed their 
rights to the land. In 1680, to end the squabble, the Crown 
took control of New Hampshire, making it a royal colony. In 
the meantime, Massachusetts gained Maine by subterfuge. In 
1677, a Boston merchant, John Usher, purchased the white 
elephant from Gorgas’s heirs for £1,250. Usher immediately 

deeded the land to Massachusetts Bay. The “Maine District” 
remained a part of Massachusetts for almost fifty years after 
the American Revolution.

The Puritans knew that the bottomlands of the Connecti-
cut River valley were fertile. Moreover, Connecticut was a 
rich source of beaver pelts that the Mohawks were selling to 
the Dutch in New Netherlands. In 1636, with both farming 
and the fur trade in mind, the Rev. Thomas Hooker, an ultra-
strict Puritan, led a contingent of his followers to the river, 
where they founded Hartford. 

Hartford was forty miles from Long Island Sound, in the 
heart of the hunting grounds of the Pequots, a tribe then suf-
fering from Mohawk incursions. Now pressed from the East 
too, the Pequots tried to form an anti-Mohawk alliance with 
Massachusetts. But when the Puritans dithered, they con-
cluded they had to neutralize the whites, whom they con-
sidered weaker than the Mohawks. In May 1637, the Pequots 
attacked Wethersfield, not far from Hartford. 

After Roger Williams, at Winthrop’s request, convinced 
the Narraganset Indians to remain neutral, Massachusetts 
Bay, Connecticut, a few men from Plymouth, and several 
Indian tribes sent an army into Connecticut. By night, they 
surrounded a town the Pequots thought was secretly located 
and set it afire. As the Pequots fled, the invaders shot and 
killed more than 400 of them, women and children as well as 
warriors. After a few more battles, an attack by the Mohawks, 
and more than a little treachery, the Pequots were for practi-
cal purposes annihilated. (But not quite. It was a part-Pequot 
who founded the first and richist Indian casino on the tribe’s 
old hunting grounds.)

During the Pequot War, two Massachusetts ministers 
founded New Haven on Long Island Sound on land claimed 
by New Netherlands. New Haven is best known for having 
more rigorous blue laws than even Massachusetts. It re-
mained small and, in 1662, was absorbed into Connecticut.

PROPRIETARY COLONIES
Plymouth, Massachusetts Bay, Rhode Island, and Connecti-
cut were corporate colonies. Their charters from the king 
were their constitutions. While acknowledging the king’s 
sovereignty they were, in practice, self-governing common-
wealths. They were governed by offi cials elected by heads 
of household who (except in Rhode Island) were members 
of the established church—what came to be known as the 
 Congregationalist Church.

Virginia was a corporate colony until 1624 when James I 
revoked its charter and took direct control of it. As a royal
colony, Virginia was governed by the king through an 
appointed governor. Royal colonies had elected assemblies 
with considerable say in how money was spent. But the royal 
governor could veto any law the assemblies enacted and he 
controlled the patronage: who was appointed to offices pay-
ing salaries. By the time of the American Revolution in 1776, 
nine of the thirteen colonies were royal colonies.

Proprietary colonies, like Maryland and early New 
 Hampshire, had yet another kind of government. The king 

This representation of Anne Hutchinson being questioned by Governor 
Winthrop nicely captures the atmosphere of the occasion. Records of the 
trial reveal that Hutchinson was confident, unyielding, and witty. She 
several times bested Governor Winthrop and the other magistrates who 
judged her, but they had the power and Hutchinson was banished.
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gave all the powers he exercised in royal colonies to highly 
placed men who, for one reason or another, he wished to 
benefit. Proprietary colonies were governed much as royal 
colonies were governed except that lords proprietors, rather 
than the king, appointed the governor.

Making Money
Lord Baltimore hoped that Maryland would be a refuge for 
Catholics. But he, like Mason and Gorgas, hoped to profi t 
from his colony too. One of his (and other lords proprietors’) 
methods of making money was feudal, hearkening back to 
the Middle Ages. Settlers were given land by headright, so 
many acres (50 to 100) for each member of the colonist’s 
household—himself, his wife and children, and other depen-
dents, including servants.

They were then obligated to pay the proprietor (or king) 
an annual quitrent. This was not rent as we understand it. 
The settlers owned the land; they were not tenants. Nor was 
a quitrent quite a tax. The quitrent principle dated from 
the era when the feudal system was breaking up in England 
(around 1300) and landowners commuted, or changed, their 
tenants’ obligation to labor for them so many days each year 
into an annual cash payment in perpetuity. People owning 
land in “free and common socage” were “quit” of their old 
obligations to serve their lord as a soldier, to shear sheep, to 
repair the castle moat, or whatever. But there was an annual 
payment in recognition of what they had been granted.

Colonial quitrents were small: The idea was to attract 
people to America, not to discourage them with extortion-
ate demands. Thus, for each acre freeholders in Maryland 
owned, they paid an annual quitrent of 2d. (pence) worth of 
tobacco. The quitrent for a hundred acres in New York was 
a bushel of wheat each year. In Georgia, the quitrent was 2s. 
per 50 acres.

Not much: but for the proprietor of a vast domain, thou-
sands of pittances added up to a handsome income while the 
quitrents the lords proprietors owed the king were purely 
symbolic: two Indian arrowheads a year for Maryland; two 
beaver pelts a year for Pennsylvania.

New Netherlands Becomes New York
In 1646, the Dutch West India company named Peter 
Stuyvesant governor of New Netherlands. He was dictatorial, 
ill-tempered, bigoted, and cantankerous. (“His head is trou-
bled,” people said, not to his face, “he has a screw loose.”) If 

not personable, Stuyvesant was a superb governor. When he 
took over, New Netherlands’ future was doubtful.  Stuyvesant 
brought prosperity, maintained good relations with both 
Algonkian and Iroquois Indians, promoted immigration so 
the population increased from 700 to 6,000, and added New 
Sweden to the colony.

Most New Netherlanders were Dutch, but the colony’s 
population was far more diverse than the population of 
the English colonies. There were Swedes and Finns on the 
 Delaware River, a large English population everywhere, a 
substantial black population, most of them slaves but many 
free, and even a Jewish community. (The Jews were not to 
Stuyvesant’s liking; he wanted to expel them but was over-
ruled by his bosses in the West India Company.)

Stuyvesant had two problems he could not overcome: his 
personal unpopularity and England’s unease with the Dutch 
wedge between New England colonies and the tobacco colo-
nies. After seventeen years as governor, Stuyvesant had of-
fended just about everyone in the town of New Amsterdam, 
including his council. In 1664, four warships sailing for the 
Duke of York (Charles I’s brother) threatened to bombard 
New Amsterdam if it did not accept English rule. However, 
the commmander, James Nichols, offered generous terms if 
the Dutch did not resist: The Dutch language and the Dutch 
Reformed Church would have official status and Dutch in-
heritance laws, which differed significantly from England’s, 
would be enforced. 

Stuyvesant wanted to fight. In a rage, he ripped to pieces 
the letter from Nichols. But New Netherlands’ number two 
man, Nicholas De Sille, pieced the document together and 
the Council unanimously overruled the sputtering governor. 
Without a shot, New Netherlands became New York, New 
Amsterdam the city of New York.

A Successful Transition
New York was the Duke of York’s proprietary colony until, 
in 1685, he was crowned King James II, whence it became a 
royal colony. James II, extremely unpopular at home because 
he was a Roman Catholic who heaped favors on Catholic no-
bles, was welcomed in New York, at fi rst, because his policies 
were more liberal than the crusty Stuyvesant. Few Dutch de-
parted. De Sille stayed as, indeed, did Stuyvesant, who owned 
a good deal of property. And Dutch immigrants continued to 
come to the colony. 

In 1689, after King James II was dethroned back home, a 
German merchant, Jacob Leisler, led a somewhat ragtag group 
to seize control of New York City. He proclaimed his loyalty to 
England’s new rulers, William (a Dutchman) and Mary (James 
II’s daughter). But when their troops arrived to restore order, 
Leisler’s men fired on them. They were arrested and eight were 
sentenced to hang; just two were; six were pardoned. Leisler 
and one other man were hang; the six were pardoned. William 
and Mary restored James II’s policies of tolerance. 

The Carolina Grant
In 1663 (a year before the takeover of New York), Charles II 
granted the land lying between 36º and 31º north latitude 

Double Dutch
The Dutch of New Netherlands coined the word Yankee.
“Jan Kies” (John Cheese) was their collective term for New 
Englanders. The English retaliated with a host of insulting uses 
of Dutch. A one-sided deal was a “Dutch bargain,” a potluck 
dinner a “Dutch lunch.” Liquor was “Dutch courage,” a frog 
was a “Dutch nightingale,” and a prostitute was a “Dutch 
widow.”



(the northern boundary of the state of North Carolina and 
the southern boundary of South Carolina) to eight nobles 
and gentlemen, including Virginia’s governor, Sir Wiliam 
Berkeley. There were already a few colonists living on Albe-
marle Sound within the new colony of Carolina (named for 
the king; Carolus is Latin for Charles). They had been sent 
there by Berkeley a decade earlier to defend Virginia’s south-
ernmost plantations from the Tuscarora Indians. Even after 
the eight proprietors took over, however, population grew 
slowly. Most settlers were rather poor, small-scale farmers 
who dribbled down from Virginia. 

Carolina’s first significant settlement was farther south, 
Charleston (more flattery of the king), founded in 1669. Many 
of the first white settlers were planters from the West Indian 
island of Barbados, where land had become exorbitantly ex-
pensive. Barbados was England’s most lucrative  colony. It 
grew sugar, for which all Europe had developed a craving. The 
cane was planted and harvested by African slaves who worked 
far harder and were treated far worse than blacks in Virginia, 
Maryland, and New York. The Barbadans brought both their 
slaves and their harsh slavery laws to southern Carolina. 

At first, the economy of Charleston and its hinterlands 
was diversified. The whites bought hides and furs from the 
 Muskohegan tribes which reached as far into the interior 
as present day Alabama. Timber (and other naval stores) 
were harvested from Carolina’s pine forests. Some tobacco 
was grown and, on the sandy “sea islands” that rimmed 
the coastline, cotton. All except the fur trade depended on 
slave labor, and the African population increased faster than 
the white population. By 1700, half of Carolina’s 5,000 people 

were African or African Americans, a far greater proportion 
than in any other English colony.

Indeed, African slaves introduced the crop that made 
South Carolina rich. They had grown rice in Africa and 
discovered that the marshy lowlands along the Ashley and 
Cooper  Rivers made ideal rice fields. As an export, rice was 
less lucrative than sugar but more profitable than tobacco. 
The slaves found themselves raising not their food on a small 
scale but rice by the hundreds of tons on large plantations.

Two Carolinas
The settlements of northern and southern Carolina were 
separated by 300 miles of sandy beaches, islands, pinewoods, 
swamps, and meandering waterways. Overland connections 
barely existed; communication was by sea. The two regions 
differed economically and socially. The northerners grew 
tobacco, mostly on farms rather than large plantations. Few 
whites owned slaves, none in large numbers. Charleston, the 
colonial capital virtually ignored the northern settlements.

A Bizarre Constitution
The Carolina proprietors had bizarre plans for their colony. 
The scheme was outlined in The Fundamental Constitutions 
of Carolina, the brainchild of Anthony Ashley Cooper (later 
the Earl of Shaftesbury). Its 120 painfully detailed articles 
were written by his secretary, John Locke, who must 
have found them absurd for he is known to history as a 
philosopher of political liberty.

The Fundamental Constitutions divided Carolina into 
square counties, in each of which the proprietors (the 
“seigneurs”) owned 96,000 acres. Other contrived ranks of 
nobility called “caciques” (an Indian title) and “landgraves” 
(European) had smaller, but still ample tracts. Humble 
“leetmen” (a medieval term) and even humbler African 
slaves, over whom their owners had “absolute power and 
authority” would contribute the labor.

Was it all a promotional device designed to attract buyers 
of land with the promise of a puffed-up title? Maybe. But 
in 1671, Sir John Yeamans claimed the right to be governor 
because he was a landgrave and the appointed governor 
a mere cacique. In any case, with land so abundant, the 
constitution was unworkable and repeatedly revised. It did 
not much affect the actual development of the Carolinas.
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MAP 3:2 The Middle Colonies. All the middle colonies except 
Pennsylvania were carved out of Dutch New Netherlands, 
which claimed as its borders the Delaware and Connecticut 
Rivers. (In fact, a number of Dutch farmers had settled in 
Pennsylvania before it was granted to William Penn in 1681 and 
New Sweden, which the Dutch seized, was west of Delaware 
Bay.) New Netherlands surrendered to an English fleet in 1664. 
All the middle colonies (New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 
and Delaware) were originally proprietary colonies under the 
English. Pennsylvania remained a Penn family property. New 
York, New Jersey, and Delaware all became royal colonies.
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The rice planters of southern Carolina prospered, the big-
gest landowners became fabulously rich. Unlike Virginia to-
bacco planters, however, Carolina rice growers did not live 
on their lands. The low country that produced their wealth 
was, due to mosquito-borne diseases like malaria and yellow 
fever and waterborne sickness, an unhealthy place. It was, a 
resident said, “in the spring a paradise, in the summer a hell, 
and in the autumn a hospital.” Carolina’s elite built town 
houses in Charleston, which was open to sea breezes, and 
left the sickness and death of the pestilential rice plantations 
to white overseers poor enough to risk their lives and slaves, 
who had no choice in the matter. If the rice grandees visited 
their plantations at all (and many did not for years at a time), 
it was for a month or two in winter and spring. Thus, unlike 
in Virginia, where planters lived among their servants and 

slaves, southern Carolina’s elite was urban, interested in the 
land only in that it enriched them. 

For administrative purposes, the increasingly unpopular 
proprietors divided the colony into North and South  Carolina 
with separate assemblies. It was not enough. The proprietors’ 
ineffective defense against Indian attacks and a raid by the 
Spanish and French caused an ongoing, sometimes violent 
unrest among the whites of Albemarle Sound. In 1729, the 
Crown revoked the proprietors’ charter and established North 
and South Carolina as separate royal colonies.

New Jersey and the Quakers
New Jersey began as two colonies and ended up as one. In 
1665, the Duke of York gave Lord John Berkeley and Sir 
George Carteret the part of his Dutch conquest west of 

Charleston, South Carolina, was the only real city south of Philadelphia. Built between the Ashley and Cooper Rivers, it had a superb 
harbor from which to export rice, cotton, furs and hides, and, later, indigo. More African slaves were imported into Charleston than 
into any other port.
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the Hudson River. The two proprietors divided their grant 
roughly north to south, Carteret taking East New Jersey fac-
ing New York harbor and the Atlantic, Berkeley the western 
half facing the Delaware River. In 1674, West New Jersey was 
sold to two members of a fringe religious sect, the Society of 
Friends, or “Quakers.” (Members trembled with emotion at 
their religious services.)

The Quakers were ridiculed, harassed, and sometimes  brutally 
persecuted in old England and in Massachusetts.  Masachusetts 
hanged several of them when, after they were banished to 
Rhode Island, they returned and resumed preaching their be-
lief that God communicated directly with all men and women. 
Their doctrine was more obnoxious to the  Puritans than Anne 
Hutchinson’s. She had said that God directly inspired some 
people; the Quakers said God inspired everyone.

The Friends worried authorities in old England because 
they were pacifists. Friends were forbidden to take up arms, 
even in self-defense. Armies of the era were not made up of 
draftees, but pacifism was still bothersome because war was 
a routine way of effecting national policy. Then, the Quakers 
said that because of every person’s divine “inner light,” there 
was no need for priests, ministers, or bishops. They challenged 
the Church of England more radically than Puritans did. 

When hauled into court, Quakers refused to take oaths—
to swear on the Bible. Some refused to remove their hats in 
the presence of social superiors, a pointed insult to mag-
istrates because most Quakers were of the lowest ranks of 
 English society. 

Finally, the doctrine of the equality of all before God meant 
that women participated in Quaker services and preached in 
the streets. It was an affront to one of society’s most basic as-
sumptions, that women were subordinate to men and played 
no role in public life.

The proprietors of West New Jersey hoped that their 
coreligionists would flee persecution at home, go to their 
colony for religious freedom, and, of course, purchase land 
from them. They did. Beginning in 1675, Quakers by the 
thousand crossed the ocean, mostly, at first, to West New 
Jersey. It was a “great migration” almost as carefully orches-
trated as the Puritan migration a generation earlier. In 1682, 
2,000 Quakers came to America in twenty-three ships. Be-
tween 1682 and 1685, ninety ships brought more Quakers 

Thou, Thy, and Thee
Like French, Spanish, Italian, and German, the English 
language once had two forms of the pronoun with which to 
address a person. Thou (like tu in French) was used when 
speaking to family members, intimate friends, children, 
social inferiors, and God in prayer—it survives in the 
Christian Lord’s Prayer: “hallowed be thy name.” You (like 
vous in French) was for formal conversation, with casual 
acquaintances, strangers, and when addressing social 
superiors.

Thou, thy, and thee were going out of style in the late 
1600s in favor of using you in all cases, as we do today. 
However, the rules were well known. When Quakers 
expressed their belief in the spiritual equality of all by 
addressing strangers, judges, and even nobles as thou, 
thy, and thee, it was taken as profoundly ill-mannered, an 
insult. Not, however, by Charles II when his favorite Quaker, 
William Penn, called him thee. The king thought it was 
great fun.
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MAP 3:3 The Southern Colonies. The Carolina colony was 
chartered in 1663, a year before the English seized New 
York from the Dutch. But it developed slowly except around 
Charleston in the south and the two rivers, the Ashley and the 
Cooper, between which Charleston was built. Georgia was 
chartered in 1713 to serve as a buffer between the Spanish in 
Florida and valuable Charleston.
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Eccentrics Welcome
William Penn’s toleration extended to eccentrics. In 1694, a 
German, Johannes Kelpius, and about forty followers who 
called themselves “The Woman in the Wilderness,” built a 
40-foot by 40-foot “monastery” outside Philadelphia. They 
had individual cells but gathered in a common room to eat, 
pray, study, and perform chemistry experiments. Kelpius 
kept a telescope on the roof; it was attended around the 
clock. Suffering no interference, Woman in the Wilderness 
survived for fifty years. Its third leader, affectionately 
known as Der alte Matthai (Old Matthew) wandered 
benignly around Philadelphia carrying an alpenstock.
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to America than remained in England. By 1750, the Society 
of Friends was the third largest religious denomination in 
English America. By 1683, however, most headed not for 
New Jersey, but for a new colony on the western bank of 
the Delaware.

Pennsylvania: “The Holy Experiment”
Charles II had a lot of courtiers and creditors clamoring for 
favors. Proprietary colonies were a cheap way to oblige them. 
They cost the king nothing. 

The most unusual of the king’s beneficiaries, and the 
most successful proprietor he created, was William Penn, the 
wealthiest and most influential Quaker in England, and the 
most visionary. That so highly placed a gentleman should 
worship with cobblers and housemaids amused the good-
natured king. When Penn, hat on head, was ushered into the 
his presence, Charles removed his own headgear, remarking 
that it was customary, when the king was present, for only 
one man to wear a hat. 

Charles owed Penn £16,000 for services Penn’s dead fa-
ther, an admiral in the navy, had rendered. In 1681, to can-
cel the debt, he carved what is now the state of Pennsylvania 
out of the Duke of York’s property and chartered the land to 
Penn as Pennsylvania—“Penn’s Woods.” The king picked the 
name, not Penn, in honor of Penn’s father. For Charles II, 
it was a bargain: He disposed of a £16,000 debt with dis-
tant woodland when other proprietorships were changing 
hands for £1,000. The next year, Penn purchased what is now 
 Delaware from the Duke of York, annexing it to Pennsylvania 
as the “three lower counties.” (Delaware was detached from 
Pennsylvania in 1701 and became a royal colony. New Jersey, 
where William Penn also was a proprietor, became a royal 
colony the same year.)

Penn envisioned his colony not only as a refuge for 
 Quakers but as a “Holy Experiment” governed on Quaker 

principles. All religious faiths were tolerated. Penn paid the 
Indians higher prices for land than the governments of other 
colonies and insisted that the natives be treated justly. Early 
Pennsylvania suffered no Indian wars. And he sold land at 
bargain prices, a shilling to 3s. an acre at a time when a car-
penter made 3s. a day in wages.

Philadelphia (like Charleston) was a planned city. The 
streets of the “greene countrie towne” were laid out on a 
gridiron, making possible a tidiness that even the well-
 ordered Puritans had been unable to command of Boston. 
Philadelphia became the largest and most prosperous city 
in English North America, partly because of Quaker liber-
ality. By the mid-1700s, it was “the second city of the British 
empire,” smaller only than London in the English-speaking 
world.

Georgia: A Philanthropic Experiment
Georgia was the thirteenth colony. It was chartered in 
1732, with Savannah established the next year, as a mili-
tary buffer state protecting valuable South Carolina from 
the Spanish in Florida. Spanish forces had seriously threat-
ened Charleston during a war between 1702 and 1713. 
A tough, battle-hardened soldier, James Oglethorpe, was 
put in command of Georgia to ensure the threat was not 
 repeated.

Command is the proper word. Georgia was neither a cor-
porate, proprietary, nor royal colony. It was governed by 
trustees who met in England. Most of them sympathized 
with Oglethorpe’s vision of Georgia as a social experiment 
as well as a fortress. Oglethorpe was troubled by the misery 
of England’s urban poor, the alcoholism widespread among 
them, and laws that imprisoned people for debt, creating 
more poverty as well as convicts guilty of, at worst, poor 
financial judgement. He thought of Georgia as a place in 
which jailed debtors might have a fresh start. He persuaded 
the trustees to ban alcohol from the colony and also slavery. 
Oglethorpe recognized that, in South Carolina, slavery had 
made it possible for a small elite of great planters to lord it 
over everyone else. He meant Georgia to be a colony of small, 
self-sustaining farmers (the maximum land grant was fifty 
acres), living close together so that they could be mobilized 
quickly against the Spanish.

Georgia was a success as a buffer state. In 1742, a Spanish 
flotilla of thirty-six ships brought 2,000 soldiers from Cuba 
to capture Savannah. With just 900 men, Oglethorpe sent 
them packing. Oglethorpe then retaliated, destroying a forti-
fied Spanish town north of St. Augustine.

As a philanthropic enterprise, Georgia failed. The 
trustees sent about 1,800 debtors and paupers and about 
1,000 people came on their own. Many of them were 
South Carolinians who brought their slaves in defiance of 
 Georgia law. Oglethorpe, although as tyrannical a person-
ality as Peter Stuyvesant, could not stop them. Nor could 
he keep Georgians away from their rum. He returned to 
 England  disgusted. In 1752 the trustees surrendered con-
trol of the colony to the king, a year earlier than the charter 
 required.

King Charles II receiving William Penn. Royal protocol held that no 
one wore a hat in the king’s presence. Quakers taught that no man 
took off his hat for another because all were equal before God. Penn’s 
behavior was so outrageous that it amused rather than offended the 
good-natured king.
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Puritan Sunday

On Sunday mornings, before sunrise in winter, Puritan 
families bundled up and walked to the meeting house. 
Few skipped services, even during a blizzard; absence 
meant a fine. The walk was usually short; most New Eng-
landers lived in villages, their homes clustered around 
the meetinghouse. The compactness was deliberate, to 
reinforce the feeling of community. In 1652, Plymouth 
called Joseph Ramsden on 
the carpet for locating his 
house off by itself. He was 
admonished “to bring his 
wife and family with all 
convenient speed near into 
some neighborhood.”

It was a meetinghouse,
not a church. To call the 
simple, unpainted clap-
board structure a church 
would have been “pop-
ish.” The Puritans shunned 
every emblem hinting of 
Catholicism. There were no 
statues or other embellish-
ments such as adorned Catholic and Anglican churches. 
If there was a steeple (called a belfry), it was crowned by 
a weathercock, not a cross. That reminded the congrega-
tion that St. Peter denied that he knew Christ three times 
before the cock crowed. The sinfulness of all was a theme 
on which the Puritans constantly harped. 

In winter, the meetinghouse was scarcely warmer than 
the snowy fields outside. There may have been a fireplace, 
but the heat did not reach those sitting more than ten feet 
from it. The congregation bundled in fur envelopes—not
sleeping bags; there was a fine for nodding off. People 
rested their feet on brass or iron footwarmers holding 
coals brought from home. If footwarmers were prohibited 
as a fire hazard, worshipers might bring a well-trained dog 
to lie on their feet.

Women sat on the left side of the meetinghouse with 
their daughters. Men sat on the right, but boys, apt to 
be mischievous, were placed around the pulpit where a 
warden could lash out at the fidgety ones with a switch. 

He probably had his work cut out often, for the service 
went on and on, sermons running at least an hour and a 
half and sometimes three hours. And, lest anyone won-
der how long the sermon was lasting, an hourglass sat 
conspicuously on the preacher’s pulpit; when the sand 
finally ran down, oh so slowly to some, it was turned by 
the warden.

The Puritans allowed 
no instrumental music in 
the meetinghouses, but 
they sang psalms from the 
Bay Psalm Book, published
in Massachusetts. It was 
composed with accuracy 
of translation in mind, not 
poetry. Psalms exquisitely 
beautiful in the King James 
version of the Bible (which 
the Puritans did not use, 
preferring the William 
Tyndale translation) were 
awkward and strained. For 
example, in the Puritan 

translation, the magnificent Psalm 100 is barely compre-
hensible.

The rivers on of Babylon, there when we did sit downe; Yes 
even then we mourned, when we remembered Sion. Our 
harp we did hang it amid upon the willow tree, Because 
there they thus away led in captivitie, Required of us a song, 
thus asks mirth; us waste who laid Sing us among a Sion’s 

song unto us then they said.

Puritan singing appalled outsiders; it was a “horrid med-
ley of confused and disorderly noises.”

Services ended about noon. Families returned home for 
a meal that had been prepared before sundown the previ-
ous day. Like Jews on the sabbath, the Puritans took the 
Lord’s Day seriously: no cooking, no work, certainly no 
play. Conversation was spare. It was no more proper to talk 
about workaday tasks than to perform them. Pious families 
discussed the morning’s sermon or other religious subjects. 
In the afternoon, they returned to the meetinghouse to 
hear community announcements and another sermon.

How They Lived
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Did the differences between Native American and European cultures make 
violence, conf  lict, and the ultimate destruction of the Indians inevitable?  If so, 
why?  If not, why not?

Culture and Society: What is the artist who drew this early European depiction of Native Americans trying to tell 
his fellow Europeans about the Indians’ culture?  What is the message about the Indians in this excerpt from the 
writings of Father Bartolomé de Las Casas, a Dominican friar in the Americas?

Bartolomé de Las Casas, “Of the Island of Hispaniola” (1542) 

God has created all these numberless people 
to be quite the simplest, without malice or 
duplicity, most obedient, most faithful to 
their natural Lords, and to the Christians, 
whom they serve; the most humble, most 
patient, most peaceful and calm, without 
strife nor tumults; not wrangling, nor 
querulous, as free from uproar, hate and 
desire of revenge as any in the world. . . . 

Among these gentle sheep, gifted by 
their Maker with the above qualities, the 
Spaniards entered as soon as they knew 
them, like wolves, tiger and lions which had 
been starving for many days, and since forty 

years they have done nothing else; nor do 
they afflict, torment, and destroy them with 
strange and new, and divers kinds of cruelty, 
never before seen, nor heard of, nor read 
of. . . . 

The Christians, with their horses and 
swords and lances, began to slaughter and 
practice strange cruelty among them. They 
penetrated into the country and spared 
neither children nor the aged, nor pregnant 
women, nor those in child labour, all of 
whom they ran through the body and 
lacerated, as though they were assaulting so 
many lambs herded in their sheepfold.
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DISCOVERY

To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”

What did the early colonies have in common because of their English origins?  How did 
the intentions and goals of the founders of the early colonies contribute to differences 
among them?

Geography: Based on these three maps, what geographical feature did all of 
the early colonies have in common?

Government and 
Law:  The “Mayflower 
Compact” was drawn up 
and signed aboard ship 
by a majority of the men 
among the settlers of 
Plymouth Colony before 
they went ashore. Why?  
What does the document 
say about the goals of the 
“Pilgrim Fathers” and 
their intentions for the 
future?  Why did they 
think such a statement 
advisable?
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Mayf  lower Compact

We, whose names are underwritten, the 
Loyal Subjects of our dread Sovereign 
Lord King James . . . . Having undertaken 
for the Glory of God and Advancement 
of the Christian Faith, and the Honour of 
Our King and Country, a Voyage to plant 
the first colony in the northern parts of 
Virginia; Do by these Presents solemnly and 
mutually in the Presence of God and one 
another, covenant and combine ourselves 

together into a civil Body Politick, for our 
better Ordering and Preservation, and 
Furtherance of the Ends aforesaid; And 
by Virtue hereof do enact, constitute, and 
frame, such just and equal Laws, Ordinances, 
Acts, Constitutions, and Offices, from time 
to time, as shall be thought most meet and 
convenient for the general Good of the 
Colony; unto which we promise all due 
Submission and Obedience. . . .

54-B Chapter 3 Thirteen Colonies

www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e
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English Designs, 
American Facts 
of  Life
Colonial Society in the 1600s

And those that came were resolved to be Englishmen,
Gone to the world’s end but English every one,
And they ate the white corn kernels, parched in the sun
And they knew it not but they’d not be English again

—Stephen Vincent Benét

I
n 1660, King Charles II was an exile. He had fled 
 England when a Parliamentary army defeated his fa-
ther in battle, then beheaded him. For a decade, the 
“Commonwealth of England” was governed by a mili-
tary dictator, a Puritan, Oliver Cromwell. 

Cromwell died in 1658 and England’s experiment with re-
publican government was over. People generally were weary 
of Cromwell’s Massachusetts-like blue laws: no theater, no 
games on Sunday, and so on. Powerful nobles, men never 
comfortable without a king, invited Charles II to return.

Charles executed the men who had signed his father’s death 
warrant, and he scrapped the blue laws. However, he endorsed 
other legislation enacted by the Commonwealth, among them 
a series of “Navigation Acts” that set down the rules governing 
colonial trade. Charles II was not the wisest of kings, but he 
understood, as he said in 1668, “the thing that is nearest the 
heart of the nation is trade.” The Navigation Acts of the 1660s 
defined England’s and, later, Great Britain’s colonial policy—
laws regulating the colonies’ trade—for more than a century.

TRADE
A nation’s overseas trade was central to a theory of national 
wealth and greatness later called mercantilism. It was fi rst 
described systematically by Thomas Mun, a shareholder in 
the greatest trading venture of all, the East India Company. 

Mun’s book, England’s Treasure by Foreign Trade, was pub-
lished during Charles II’s reign, in 1664.

Mercantilism
The object of mercantilism was to strengthen England (or 
France or Spain or the Netherlands) by increasing the na-
tion’s hoard of coin: gold and silver—the gold and silver in 
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English and British
Even today the terms English and British are often confused. 
English refers to a language, of course, and to a nationality. 
Henry VII, John Cabot’s patron, was king of England, so the 
colonies founded on the basis of Cabot’s discoveries were 
English colonies. In 1603, the king of Scotland became King 
James I of England. Scotland and England never again had 
different monarchs. However, the two countries retained 
their own parliaments, laws—and possessions. There was 
a Scots colony in Central America, but it collapsed almost 
immediately; the colonies that existed were England’s.

Until 1707: In that year, England and Scotland were united 
under one Parliament as the United Kingdom of Great Britain. 
Nationally, Scots remained Scots and English English, but 
both were also now British, and the American colonies 
became British colonies.



56 Chapter 4 English Designs, American Facts of Life

the possession of all the realm’s subjects, not just what was in 
the royal treasury. The key to accumulating coin, Mun said, 
was a favorable balance of trade, that is, for the English “to sell 
more to strangers yearly”—to foreigners—“than wee con-
sume of theirs in value.” Thus the word mercantilism (merca-
tor is Latin for merchant) for merchants engaged in overseas 
trade were the country’s moneymakers and merchants were 
mercantilism’s chief proponents and benefi ciaries.

So, the argument ran, when a merchant dispatched a ship 
from Bristol to West Africa with a cargo of woolen cloth, 
traded the cloth for slaves, transported the slaves to Spanish 
Cuba where they were exchanged for sugar which was sold 
in Italy or Denmark for gold, the profit on each transaction 

increased “England’s treasure” at the expense of every other 
party involved. African chiefs, Cuba, Denmark, and Italy 
were expending wealth in order to consume; English mer-
chants were bringing gold home. 

The merchants’ success depended on the government—
the Crown—acting aggressively to nurture, protect, encour-
age, and favor them with subsidies, special privileges such 
as monopolies, and naval protection. To a mercantilist, there 
was no better reason for a nation to go to war than to pro-
tect or to expand foreign trade, and no issue more important 
when writing peace treaties than winning control of overseas 
ports or concessions for England’s merchants. In 1713, in a 
treaty ending a successful war with Spain, Great Britain took 

Boundary Dispute
One of several border disputes resulting from the Crown’s 
carelessness in granting American lands pitted Maryland 
against Pennsylvania. In the Maryland charter of 1632, the 
colony’s northern line was set vaguely at “under the Fortieth 
Degree of North Latitude.” William Penn’s charter, granted 
fifty years later, set Pennsylvania’s southern line at 40° north 
latitude.

So what was the problem? 
The problem was that William Penn, misinformed by 

an incompetent surveyor that the 40th parallel was forty 
miles farther south than it actually is, located his capital, 
Philadelphia, just below 40°. The city was thriving when 
Penn’s mistake was discovered so he was not about to 
abandon his “greene countrie towne” to the Calverts of 
Maryland.

Luckily for Penn, there was that vague phrase “under 
the Fortieth Degree” in Maryland’s charter. And the Penn 
family was in better odor at court than the Calverts were. 
Pennsylvania kept Philadelphia. 

Exactly where the Pennsylvania-Maryland line ran, 
however, was disputed until 1763 when two surveyors 
employed by both colonies, Charles Mason and Jeremiah 
Dixon, began to mark it at 39°, 43’, 18”, the “Mason-Dixon 
Line.”

1650 17001600 1625 1675

Colonial Society and Economy 1600–1700

1660–1663 Parliament approves Navigation Acts regulating
 colonial trade

1676 Bacon’s Rebellion in Virginia

Dominion of New England  1686–1689

Massachusetts becomes a royal colony 1691

Witchcraft hysteria in Salem Village, Massachusetts  1692

1619 Africans in bondage arrive in Jamestown

1614 First Virginia tobacco shipped to England

An English merchant’s warehouse and wharf. His “counting room”—
office—was inside and often his family’s residence too. Vessels were 
unloaded and loaded on wharfs like this one stretching for miles on the 
Thames, London’s river, and in Plymouth, Bristol, and other ports.
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as its prize the Assiento, the privilege of selling 4,800 African 
slaves each year in Spain’s colonies.

Manufacturing was important to mercantilists. Manufac-
turing added cash value to raw materials at no cash expense. 
Even in the Middle Ages, England’s kings concluded that it 
was economic lunacy to export raw wool to the low countries 
(present-day Belguim and Holland) and then buy it back in 
the form of cloth. The cloth, having been spun into yarn, 
woven, and dyed in the low countries, commanded a con-
siderably higher price than the sacks of English wool from 
which it was made. The difference in value was gold and sil-
ver drained out of the England. 

So the Crown banned the export of raw wool. Through 
subsidies and other favors, kings and Parliaments encour-
aged the spinners, weavers, and dyers whose skills and labor 
added to the value of English cloth to be sold abroad. In 
treaties with other states, forced on them by the mouths of 
cannon, if necessary, the Crown secured markets for the 
nation’s clothmakers. Seventeenth-century mercantilists 
urged the Crown to promote other kinds of manufactur-
ing—of finished iron goods, for example—with similar in-
ducements.

The Colonial Connection
In a perfect world, England would be self-suffi cient. Its peo-
ple would produce everything they consumed and buy noth-
ing abroad. Gold and silver earned from exports would roll 
in; none would depart. 

In the real world, self-sufficiency was impossible. An island 
nation in a northerly latitude, England imported any num-
ber of tropical products. Cotton came from Egypt and the 
Middle East; silk from Italy and East Asia; spices (of course; 
always spices) came from the Indies, and by the end of the 
seventeenth century, the tea of Ceylon and China had made 
its appearance, soon to become the national beverage. 

The English produced little wine but they drank a good 
deal of it. It was imported from France, Portugal, and the 
German states of the Rhineland. Sugar was still a luxury but 
getting cheaper; those who could afford it bought lots of it, 
increasingly from the West Indies. The English purchased 
furs both for luxurious adornment and for the manufacture 
of felt for hats. The finest furs came from Muscovy, as Russia 
was known. 

As a maritime nation, Britain consumed vast quantities 
of timber just to build ships. A full-size warship consumed 
2,000 oak trees, some of them 1½ feet in diameter. But the 
country’s forests had been thinned by centuries of harvest-
ing; over much of the country they had disappeared. “Good 
old English oak” was not plentiful enough to meet the plank-
ing needs of the nation’s many shipyards. Virtually all the 
long straight-grained trees from which masts were made had 
to be purchased in Scandinavia. Teak, to become invaluable 
to ship builders because of its resistance to rot, and luxuri-
ous woods like mahogany and black, iron-hard ebony were 
tropical. Then there were the other naval stores, tar, pitch, 
and turpentine manufactured from pine, and fiber for the 
manufacture of rope.

This is where colonies entered the mercantilist equation. 
Colonies reduced England’s dependence on foreign lands 
for both essential imports and luxuries. By seizing islands in 
the West Indies like Barbados (in 1627) and Jamaica (1655), 
the English created dependable sources of sugar both to sate 
its own people’s sweet tooth and to sell to other countries. 
A shaky English enclave in Central America (present-day 
 Belize) shipped mahogany and logwood (source of a pre-
cious dye) back home. The North American colonies were 
almost entirely forested with both hardwoods like oak and 
maple and, in New England, with towering, straight-grained 
pines. The woods teemed with beaver, mink, otter, and other 
furred animals, and with deer, the hides of which made a 
leather more versatile than leather from cattle and sheep. 
And, of course, there was tobacco, which had almost as hun-
gry a world market as sugar’s.

Money spent in the colonies had to be subtracted from 
the national store of gold and silver but not so much as 
had to be paid to foreign suppliers. Few imports from 

Shipbuilders lined every navigable river in England. They needed 
prodigious quantities of lumber, particularly well-seasoned (“winter-
cut”), flawless oak for the ribs of vessels. Scholars estimate that the largest 
naval vessels consumed parts of 2,000 oak trees! North America—one 
sprawling forest—was a major source of supply. New England’s pineries 
also provided long, straight-grained “mast trees.”
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the  colonies were paid for with coin. Mercantilists—the 
Crown—defined colonies as producers of (cheap) raw 
materials and colonials as consumers of (costly) manu-
factures. The balance of trade was favorable to the mother 
 country—exceedingly favorable—as long as the mother 
country made the rules.

The Navigation Acts
The Navigation Acts of 1660–1663 minced no words in de-
fi ning the purpose of the American colonies as the enrich-
ment of the mother country. The welfare of the colonies 
was not entirely ignored. However, when the economic in-
terests of colonials clashed with the economic interests of 
the English, the latter were the ones who counted. Colonies 
were tributaries of empire; they were not partners with the 
mother country.

So, the Navigation Acts stipulated that all colonial trade 
had be carried in vessels built and owned by English or co-
lonial merchants. These ships were to be manned by crews 
in which at least three seamen in four were English or co-
lonials. Not even lowly seamen’s wages were to be paid to 
foreigners who might take their meager earnings home with 
them.

Next, the Navigation Acts required that European goods 
intended for sale in the colonies be carried first to certain 
English ports designated as entrepôts (places from which 
goods are distributed: clearing houses). There they were 
monitored, taxed, and only then shipped to America. The 
purpose of this law was to ensure a precise record of colo-
nial trade, to collect taxes on, for example, French, Spanish, 
and Portugese wines (which were coveted in the colonies), 
and to see to it that English merchants and even port la-
borers benefited from transactions that involved foreign 
products.

The Navigation Acts designated some colonial exports—
the most valuable—enumerated articles. These could be 
shipped only to English ports, even if they were destined 
for sale elsewhere. Once again, the object was to ensure that 
part of the profit in the colonies’ sales in Europe or Africa 
went into English purses. Enumerated articles bound for 
France or Poland or Italy were taxed. These duties were 
an important source of government revenue. Charles II 
collected a fabulous £100,000 a year just from the tax on 
 tobacco.

The enumerated articles included most colonial prod-
ucts that readily sold on the world market: sugar and the 
molasses made from sugar, furs and hides, naval stores, 
rice, cotton, and tobacco. Foodstuffs—grain, livestock, 
salted fish, lumber not suited to shipbuilding—“bulk 
goods”—were less profitable and not enumerated. Rum, 
because it was so cheap, was overlooked. Colonials could 
ship these products directly to foreign ports, and they did. 
The North American colonies fed the sugar islands of the 
West Indies—French, Spanish, Dutch, and Danish (when 
they would buy) as well as English—and New England an-
nually shipped thousands of tons of salted cod to Portugal, 
Spain, and Italy.

MERCANTILISM IN THE SOUTH
The Navigation Acts applied to every colony, to Barbados and 
Bermuda as well as to Rhode Island and Virginia. However, 
the colonies’ widely varying climates and landforms meant 
that they had sharply differing economies. These and differ-
ent social structures meant that England’s commercial code 
affected colonials in sharply differing ways.

Well before 1700, the North American colonies were de-
fined geographically: the New England colonies, the south-
ern colonies, and the middle colonies. New England was New 
Hampshire, Massachusetts (including Maine), Rhode Island, 
and Connecticut. The southern colonies were Maryland, 
 Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and, after 1732, 
Georgia. In between were what had been New Netherlands, 
the middle colonies: New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 
and Delaware. 

English merchants prized the southern colonies. Like the 
sugar islands of the West Indies, they grew two profitable enu-
merated articles: tobacco and rice. Like the West Indies, the 
southern colonies were home to a large, bonded labor force, 
mostly white servants in the 1600s, black slaves after 1700. 
Their masters had to clothe and shoe these laborers with 
English manufactures and provide them with tools manu-
factured in the mother country. On top of that, by 1700, the 
planter elite of Maryland, Virginia, and South Carolina was 
rich enough to covet and consume every luxury that ever a 
merchant thought to load on a sailing ship.

Tobacco’s Luster Lost
American colonists were given a monopoly of tobacco pro-
duction in England’s empire; English farmers were forbid-
den to grow the crop. But it was not so great a favor by the 
1660s. The heady days of 3 shillings per pound tobacco were 
long gone. As more and more acres of Maryland and Vir-
ginia (and, on a smaller scale, North Carolina) were planted 
in tobacco, the wholesale price of tobacco (the price at which 
the planters sold to tobacco factors, as merchants were some-
times called) declined to 3d. (three pence) a pound, and then 
to 1d. and, in some years, less. So much leaf was being grown 
that the world’s smokers, chewers, and snorters no longer de-
manded it at any price. It was cheap.

Complaining about the forces of a world marketplace was 
like complaining about the weather. Tobacco planters could 
do nothing about either. They could, however, blame hard 
times on the Navigation Acts. The Dutch reached markets 
the English did not, planters argued, but the Navigation Acts 
forbade selling tobacco (an enumerated article) to the Dutch. 
Planters complained: “If the Hollanders must not trade to 

The Tobacco God
When Edward Seymour was asked to support the creation 
of a college in Virginia because the ministers trained there 
would save souls, he replied, “Souls! Damn your souls! 
Make tobacco!”



Virginia, how shall the planters dispose of their tobacco? . . . 
The tobacco will not vend in England, the Hollanders will 
not fetch it from England. What must become thereof?”

One thing that became thereof was evasion of the Naviga-
tion Acts. Smuggling (which is illegal trade) was common 
and by no means an unrespectable practice. Dutch tobacco 
buyers illegally tying up at wharves on the Chesapeake rarely 
had to listen to lectures about the sanctity of English trade 
law. If they paid a farthing more per pound than the going 
English rate, they did not sail off in ballast. Widespread eva-
sion of the Navigation Acts was not difficult because of the 
topography of the Chesapeake region.

The Tidewater
The Chesapeake Bay is the estuary of not one but many 
streams. Among countless briny creeks fl owing into the 
bay are several sizable rivers: the Choptank, Nanticoke, and 
 Wicomico in Maryland, the Potomac (bigger than the Seine), 
Rappahannock, York, and James (larger than the Thames) in 
Virginia.

They are broad, slow-moving rivers for miles inland so 
high tides reach far beyond the open bay. The vessels of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries could sail as far as salt 
water reached. Ships anchoring there might careen in sticky 
black mud at low tide. But twice a day salt water returned to 
float them and their cargos.

The most desirable land in the Chesapeake region was on 
the “necks” between the navigable rivers. There, in the words 
of a Virginia planter, Robert Beverley, ships could tie up “be-
fore the gentleman’s door where they find the best reception 

or where ‘tis most suitable to their Business.” By 1700, most 
land with river frontage, known as the “tidewater,” had been 
consolidated into large tobacco plantations worked by white 
servants and black slaves, but owned by just a few hundred 
great planter families, the tidewater aristocrats. Not only did 
they sell their tobacco and receive English goods they had or-
dered on their own wharves, they also hosted the small-scale 
tobacco growers whose farms were inland.

They were exhilarating days when the tobacco factors ar-
rived. Indians and landless, poor whites hired themselves 
out to roll hogsheads (large barrels) of tobacco to the dock 
alongside servants and slaves. Middling land owners and 
their wives, called the “yeomanry,” danced, drank, raced 
on foot and horseback, shot targets, and bought what they 
thought they could afford from the visiting merchants. 
 Tobacco ships were variety shops. There would be spades, 
shovels, axes, and saws; household items such as kettles, 
pots, pans, sieves, funnels, pewter tankards, and tableware; 
oddments such as buttons, needles, thread, pins, and rib-
bons. There were textiles for both the planter families’ fine 
clothing and rough wraps for poor farmers, servants, and 
slaves; shoes and boots; bricks, nails, and paint; goods to 
trade with the Indians (all of the above plus trinkets, mir-
rors, and the like); and firearms, shot, and gunpowder. For 
the wealthy few there were luxuries: silver candlesticks, 
chests and other fine furniture, wine, brandy, spices, books, 
even violins and harpsichords with which to grace a parlor 
and cheer an evening.

Everyone discussed the news of battles and kings that the 
ships brought. Some received letters from old country family, 

A tobacco factor and a planter (said to be Peter Jefferson, father of Thomas Jefferson) negotiating the sale of the year’s crop at a planter’s 
wharf. Tobacco was packed in hogsheads, large barrels. Most goods transported by ship were packed in barrels. No matter how heavy, barrels 
could be rolled; good ones were watertight; and, properly stacked in the hold on their sides, they did not shift in rough seas.
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friends, and business agents. The sailors enlivened the car-
nival with their giddiness at being ashore after a couple of 
months at sea, spending their wages, as tradition required, 
on games and rum and the favors of women of three races. 
For the women of the yeomanry, whose only chance to so-
cialize the rest of the year might be an hour after church on 
Sunday, the arrival of a tobacco ship was the high point of 
the year.

The First Families of Virginia
The excitement of the tobacco factor’s annual visit briefl y 
masked a potential confl ict within tobacco colony society 
and a potential for resentment of the mother country. Be-
cause ships had easy access at plantations throughout the 
Chesapeake, no cities developed in Virginia and Maryland, 
no urban ports. The colonial capitals, Jamestown (Williams-
burg after 1699) and St. Mary’s (Annapolis after 1695) were 
ghost towns when the assembly was not meeting and the 
courts not in session, which was most of the year.

No cities meant there were no urban merchants (who dou-
bled as bankers) nor a class of artisans that, elsewhere—in 

old England, in New England, in the middle colonies—had 
interests different from those of farmers, and often at odds 
with them. As the only wealthy people in the tobacco colo-
nies, the great planters of the tidewater had no opposition 
with which to contend for political power.

Servants, slaves, and the poor were numerous—six Virgin-
ians in seven were “Poor, Indebted, Discontented” according 
to the royal governor—and therefore worrisome. But they 
did not vote. Yeoman farmers, owners of small tracts of land, 
did vote, but dependably for tidewater aristocrats whom they 
admired and whose circle they aspired to join.

The “first families of Virginia” were conscious of them-
selves as an elite with common social and political interests. 
With each passing year, they grew more tightly knit by in-
termarrying, creating a social class of cousins. In 1724, all 
twelve members of Virginia’s Royal Council and half of the 
members of the House of Burgesses were related to one an-
other by blood or marriage. 

Few of the first families traced their ancestry to James-
town’s first years (as prominent New Englanders enjoy trac-
ing their American origins to the Mayf lower). Little pio-
neer blood survived by the late 1600s. The “starving times” 
of 1607–1610 and two devastating Indian massacres had 
snuffed out many a bloodline in the making. High mortal-
ity from disease interrupted other lines of descent. Well into 
the 1600s, life expectancy in Virginia was ten years shorter 
than it was in old England, twenty years shorter than in New 
 England. Virginia’s population remained an immigrant pop-
ulation for decades.

The founders of the first families (and Virginians of lower 
station) came to America beginning in the late 1640s. Sir 
William Berkeley, royal governor from 1646, called them 
“distressed cavaliers.” That is, they were royalists (known 
as cavaliers) who had supported Charles I in the Civil War 
that ended with the king’s execution. Under Oliver Cromwell 
they fell on hard times. 

Those who fled to Virginia were generally not destitute. 
They were the offspring of established merchant and artisan 
families, of the landowning yeomanry and gentry, and a few, 
like Berkeley himself, were from noble families. Out of favor 
in Cromwell’s England, they had good reason to remove to 
the end of the world and they brought money with which to 
acquire and expand tidewater lands, and to buy servants and 
slaves to work their fields. William Randolph, founder of one 
of Virginia’s most aristocratic families, owned 10,000 acres 
when he died in 1711. Many were educated; Berkeley had a 
university degree. They were genteel, on the well-mannered 
side, and they often had “connections” back home.

In recruiting such settlers, Governor Berkeley was doing 
something new in Virginia: seeking people able to buy large 
parcels of land (Berkeley had plenty to sell) rather than 
people to labor. Berkeley favored the distressed cavaliers and 
organized them into a clique that maintained him in power. 
Berkeley himself became quite rich in land and servants, and 
not just in Virginia: He was also one of the lords proprietors 
of North Carolina. If the governor slipped into corruption 
(by our definition of the word), he was also constructive. 
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MAP 4:1 The Chesapeake Estuary Seagoing ships could sail 
many miles up the broad rivers of the Virginia and Maryland 
tidewater and transact their business on the premises of large 
plantations, all of which had wharves. The few towns of the 
region were centers of government that were nearly deserted 
when the colonial assemblies and courts were not in session. 
They were not commerical centers.



Under his sometimes dictatorial supervision, Virginia’s pop-
ulation increased fivefold, from 8,000 to 40,000.

Conf lict in the Piedmont
After 1670, Berkeley and his tidewater cronies confronted a 
crisis that undid the once untouchable governor, rattled the 
planter elite, and when the crisis passed, left the great plant-
ers chronically in debt to English merchants, generation after 
generation.

Virginia’s high mortality and the collapse of tobacco 
prices favored the richest tidewater planters at the expense 
of smaller scale landowners. The planter with twenty-five 
or thirty servants or slaves could absorb the loss of some of 
them from disease. The farmer who had plunged everything 
he had into buying two or three laborers was wiped out by 
an epidemic. Low tobacco prices meant a collapse in the cost 
of land. The great planters increased their acreage by buying 
small bankrupt properties at bargain basement prices. With 
Berkeley a leading participant, they compensated for their 
own loss of income from tobacco by investing in the fur and 
hide trade with the Indians to the west.

The trouble was that the farmers the tidewater planters 
bought out, and recent immigrants to Virginia were moving 
west, pushing into Indian lands in the Piedmont, the foot-
hills of the Appalachians, where land was cheap. They were 
joined on the frontier by hardscrabble dirt farmers, many 
of them freed servants, all of them in a desperate way. They 
were a rude and boisterous lot who dealt roughly with the 
Indians and suffered when the Indians retaliated. The Pied-
monters demanded that Berkeley order a massive attack on 
the tribes and drive them away from the white settlements. 
The Indians, notably the Susquehannocks, who were selling 
hides and furs to the tidewater planters, complained about 
white incursions into their hunting grounds.

Berkeley devised a compromise. He began to build a line 
of nine defensive stockades on the headwaters of Virginia’s 
rivers. Each was to be manned by 50 soldiers, with a cavalry 
of 125 patroling between the forts. Even before the defensive 
line was completed, however, it was obvious it was not going 
to work. Indian marauders had no trouble slipping between 
the forts to raid isolated white settlements, then disappear-
ing. Moreover, like American frontiersmen for two centu-
ries to come, Virginia’s backcountry settlers did not think in 
terms of holding a line against the Indians. Ever increasing 
in numbers, they meant to clear the land they wanted of the 
natives.

Bacon’s Rebellion
When the death toll of backcountry whites reached 300, with 
dozens of women and children kidnapped, the Piedmont-
ers rebeled. Nathaniel Bacon, a recent immigrant become 
planter, himself a distressed cavalier of some means, set him-
self up as the commander of a force of 500 “tag, rag and bob-
tayle” frontiersmen who decimated the Oconeechee tribe. 
The Oconeechees had not attacked any whites; indeed, 
the tribe had expressed interest in an alliance with the 

 Virginians against the Susquehannocks! No matter: They 
were Indians. Bacon crushed them and turned his army 
toward Jamestown.

Intemperate words in the streets led the governor to arrest 
Bacon as a rebel. When Bacon’s frightening followers milled 
about, threatening to lay the little town waste,  Berkeley re-
leased him. Bacon was shaken and departed, but after an 
uneasy spell of stalemate, he returned to Jamestown with a 
larger force, blustered that he would hang the governor, and 
declared that he was in charge “by the consent of the peo-
ple.” Berkeley fled across the Chesapeake and sent a ship to 
 England with the alarming story. 

For several months, Nathaniel Bacon governed Virginia. 
Then, in October 1676, he fell ill and died, his age just 29. He 
must have been a charismatic figure. With him gone, the rebels 
scattered into the forests. Berkeley returned with a squadron 
of three warships and 1,100 troops. Their commander signed 
treaties with the Indians, tacitly admitting that frontier whites 
were the cause of the violence. In the meantime, Berkeley 
rounded up and hanged several dozen of Bacon’s men. 

But the governor was finished. Charles II was disgusted 
by Berkeley’s blunders and vindictiveness. He remarked that 
“the old fool has hanged more men in that naked country 
than I have done for the murder of my father.” He fired 
Berkeley and recalled him to England where he died within 
a few months.

Ill feeling between Tidewater and Piedmont Virginians 
did not die. The tidewater aristocracy continued to dominate 
Virginia’s economy, government, and culture, and the people 
of the backcountry continued to resent them.

Big Spenders
After 1700, the great planters of Virginia and Maryland 
 cultivated a gracious style of life modeled after the life of the 
E nglish country gentry. They copied as best they were able 
the manners, fashions, and quirks of English squires and their 
ladies. When tobacco was returning a decent price (never again 
was it the bonanza crop), they built fi ne homes in the style 
of English manor houses and fi lled them with good  English-
made furniture. They stocked their cellars with port and 
Madeira, hock from the Rhineland, and claret from France, 
which they generously poured for one another at dinners, 
parties, balls, and simple unannounced visits that marked the 
origins of the famous “southern hospitality.” Travelers looked 
to plantation houses for food and drink. The poorer sort, 
including blacks, were provided a roof over their heads and 
simple but adequate meals. Gentlemen and the occasional 
lady on the road were taken into the big house, dined with 
the master of the plantation, and often enough were urged to 
stay for several days. (It was a lonely life on many plantations; 
a good conversationalist was very welcome.)

Some tidewater families educated their sons at Oxford, 
Cambridge, or the Inns of Court, the law schools of England. 
If they feared the effects of English miasmas on innocent 
American bodies (smallpox, a deadly scourge in Europe, 
did not spread so easily in rural America), they schooled 
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their heirs at the College of William and Mary, founded at 
Williamsburg in 1693.

The grandeur of the great planters’ social and cultural life 
must not be overstated. William Byrd of Westover (one of 
the richest of the tidewater elite; he owned 179,000 acres 
when he died in 1744), was very well educated and cultured: 
he preferred the high life in London to Virginia. When his 
first wife, Lucy Park, died, Byrd sailed to England to find the 
daughter of a wealthy nobleman to succeed her and bring him 
a fat dowry. When Byrd found just the lady he was looking 
for and proposed, her father sent Byrd packing. His daugh-
ter had an annual income equal to Byrd’s entire fortune; she 
could do much better than him. William Byrd looks like a 
duke in a portrait he commisioned in London. The fact was, 
even the grandest of tobacco planters was too poor to be a 
poor relation among the English upper classes.

Like many poor relations with pretensions, tidewater 
planters were constantly in debt. When income from tobacco 
drooped, Virginians and Marylanders could not or would not 
break the habits of consumption they had cultivated. They 
continued their annual orders of luxuries from England. To 
pay the bills, they mortgaged future crops—at a discount, of 
course—to the merchants who took their tobacco and who 
were to deliver their goods. It was not unusual that, by the 

time the tobacco went into the ground in spring, the imports 
it was to pay for had already been purchased and, in the case 
of wine, consumed.

Planter debt gratified English merchants. It meant yet 
more money for them in the form of interest and discounts 
flowing from colony to mother country. In time, chronic 
 indebtedness would make anti-British rebels of practically 
the entire tidewater aristocracy.

South Carolina
The social structure of South Carolina was similar to that of 
Virginia and Maryland: A small, wealthy, intermarried elite, 
living on the labor of white servants and black slaves, gov-
erned a struggling class of small farmers gone west into the 
foothills. The rhythms of life in South Carolina were, how-
ever, quite different from those in the Chesapeake. The cash 
crops were rice, some cotton, and by the mid-1700s, indigo, 
a plant that yielded a precious blue pigment for dying cloth. 
Indigo was developed as a crop by Eliza Lucas of Barbados, 
on her father’s South Carolina plantation, which she man-
aged for him.

Rice and indigo nicely complemented one another. 
They  required intensive labor at different seasons, so South 
 Carolina’s slaves produced wealth for their masters twelve 

Nathaniel Bacon confronting Governor Berkeley. The artist’s sympathies are obvious: Bacon is a dashing cavalier, as are 
his backup men; Berkeley and his cohorts are cringing, terrified. To the artist, Bacon was fighting against a tyrant. 
A tidewater planter’s pictorial interpretation of Bacon’s Rebellion would more likely depict Bacon’ and his followers as a 
mob of frontier hooligans.
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months a year. However, because the marshy rice lands were 
breeding grounds for mosquitoes and mosquito-borne dis-
eases—malaria and the dreaded yellow fever—the slaves and 
white overseers who tended the crops were left to be bitten, 
sicken, and die while South Carolina’s planters lived in airy 
Charleston.

By congregating in a genuine city, South Carolina’s elite 
was all the more conscious of its privileged position, all the 
more united in its determination to preserve it. No colony 
(or state) was dominated by so small and all-powerful a rul-
ing elite as the one that ran South Carolina for 200 years.

NEW ENGLAND
The European populations of Virginia, Maryland, and New 
England were almost entirely English. (There was a sprinkling 
of Huguenots, French Protestants, in South Carolina.) How-
ever, while most of the “distressed cavaliers” of the Chesapeake 
came from the southern counties of the old country, New 
England Puritans were overwhelmingly from the East. The 
sharp distinction between the f lat New England accent and the 
“southern drawl,” already noticeable in the 1700s, reflect the 
distinct regional origins of southerners and New Englanders.

However, the culture and social structure peculiar to co-
lonial New England was largely the product of the  northern 

colonies’ religious heritage—Puritanism—and New  England’s 
climate and the land itself.

Geography and Society
The preeminent geographic facts of life in New England 
were the long, cold winters, which meant a short growing 
season—two months shorter than Virginia’s—and the rocky 
character of much of the soil. 

A New England stone fence. The first farmers of the rocky soil had little time to attend to such picturesque constructions. They piled those stones they 
could dig out in piles and plowed around others. They confirmed property lines by walking them in a group each year. Only later, as more and more 
stones were removed from fields and there was some free time, were New England’s famous stone fences built.

Re
pr

od
uc

ed
 fr

om
 th

e 
Co

lle
ct

io
ns

 o
f t

he
 L

ib
ra

ry
 o

f C
on

gr
es

s,
 P

rin
ts

 a
nd

 P
ho

to
gr

ap
hs

 D
iv

is
io

n,
 W

as
hi

ng
to

n,
 D

.C
. [

LC
-U

SF
34

-0
45

21
9-

D]

How do You Deal with a 10-Ton Boulder?
Clearing New England’s soil of rocks was not simply a matter 
of hauling 50- and 100-pound stones to the edge of the 
woods. Granite boulders could weigh many tons. Farmers let 
some of the largest outcroppings go, to become highlights 
of suburban landscaping today. Other big ones had to be 
broken up. Sledge hammers were usless. There was no 
dynamite, and gunpowder was too expensive. The solution 
was water. Cracks in boulders were filled with water in 
winter. Falling temperatures froze the water into ice, which is 
greater in volume than water, and split the rocks or, at least, 
widened the crack for another go the next year. In time, a 
10-ton boulder was broken into manageable pieces.
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Winter and summer, temperatures in New England were 
10°F to 30°F cooler than they were in Virginia. The lethal dis-
eases that plagued life the South—subtropical in origins— 
were less threatening in New England; some were unknown. 
Consequently, New Englanders lived longer than southern-
ers. Twice as many children in Massachusetts survived in-
fancy than survived in Virginia. One result of this godsend 
was larger families and a more rapid natural increase in 
population. Indeed, colonial New England was the world’s 
first society in which it was commonplace for people to have 
personally known their grandparents.

In its soil, New England was less fortunate. Geologically, 
the entire region is a glacial moraine. It was there that the 
continental glaciers of the last ice age halted their advance. 
When they receded—melted—they left behind the rocks 
and gravel they had scooped from the earth on their journey 
from the Arctic.

Before New England’s farmers could plow effectively, they 
had to clear rocks by the thousands from their fields, breaking 
up the large boulders, and hauling off what were not needed for 
construction to wasteland or, in time, to stack them in the stone 
fences that are so picturesque to those of us who did not have to 
build them. This back-wrenching toil went on for generations, 
for each winter’s freeze heaved more rocks to the surface.

The intensive labor required to clear the land reinforced the 
Puritans’ commitment to a society of small family farmers. The 
demanding New England countryside produced a variety of 
foods so that the population of the closely regulated townships 
was fairly dense. But there were no grand plantations in New 
England. A household might well take in a servant or two—
usually the adolescent children of relatives or neighbors, and 
there were African slaves in every sizable New England town, 
usually domestic servants. But the small size of farms meant 
that families grew enough food to feed themselves and, at most, 
a small surplus to sell in the towns. Quite unlike Marylanders 
and Virginians, no New Englanders grew rich farming.

The Need for Coin
The crops New Englanders produced in no plenitude were 
much the same as those that the mother country grew: grain, 

squash, beans, orchard nuts, apples, livestock. So English 
mercantilists looked at New England with less interest than 
they looked at the South. 

Indeed, the mother country’s merchants, shipbuilders, and 
fishermen saw New Englanders as competitors. Boston was 
sending ships down the ways before 1640. The shipwright’s 
craft flourished in every town with a harbor. Whaling, a 
calling New Englanders would come to dominate, began as 
early as 1649. Nantucket and New Bedford, Massachusetts, 
became synonymous with whalers. Fishermen sailed out of 
Portsmouth, Salem, Marblehead, New London, and doz-
ens of other ports to harvest more than their share of the 
codfish of the North Atlantic. It was a short trip from New 
England to the Grand Banks of Newfoundland, the world’s 
richest fishery, compared to the transatlantic voyage Euro-
pean fishermen had to make. New Englanders undersold 
European fishermen in European markets. Newport, Rhode 
Island, was a center of the African slave trade, another prof-
itable business the English would have preferred to reserve 
for themselves.

New Englanders had no choice but to compete with the 
mother country. It took money—gold and silver—to pur-
chase English manufactures. With no cash crop like tobacco 
or rice, whaling, fishing, and trade were the obvious solu-
tions to the colonies’ balance of payments problem.

Yankee Traders
Where did New England merchants sail? By the time of the 
American Revolution, just about everywhere in the world, 
even to China. The term “yankee trader” was universally 
known to signify a shrewd deal maker, even one who was not 
above chicanery.

During the 1600s and early 1700s, however, the New Eng-
landers were Atlantic traders. There were several triangular 
routes, voyages of three legs, which their ships regularly plied 
at least in part. They carried rum distilled in New England 
to West Africa, traded it for captives, transported them to 
the West Indies, usually Barbados or Jamaica but, illegally, to 
Cuba too, where they were exchanged for sugar or molasses, 
itself a salable commodity back home and the raw material 
from which rum was made.

Or, a New Englander carried provisions from the mid-
dle colonies—wheat and livestock, plentiful in New York 
and Pennsylvania—to the West Indies where just about all 
foodstuffs except garden produce had to be imported. West 
 Indian sugar and molasses were carried to England; and 
 English manufactures—from cloth and tools to luxuries—
were transported back home.

Other merchants carried Maryland and Virginia tobacco to 
England; manufactures to the West Indies; and West Indian 
slaves, mostly of African birth, to South Carolina, Virginia, 
and Maryland. Before 1700, very few enslaved blacks came 
directly from Africa to the North American colonies. Even 
after 1700, most slaves sold in North America spent some 
time in Barbados or Jamaica where they were “seasoned,” 
that is, restored to something resembling health and fitness 
after their harrowing voyage across the Atlantic.

Health Food
The staples of the New England diet were corn boiled into 
mush or baked into a crumbly bread; wheat bread (whole 
grain, of course); apples raw, dried, baked in pies, or in the 
form of vinegar and cider; maple syrup or molasses for a 
sweetener; and large quantities of meat and fish.

In the late twentieth century, when health food devotees 
discovered that colonial New Englanders had a life expectancy 
exceeding that of any other people of their era, they fastened 
on the whole grains, apples and vinegar, and unrefined 
sweeteners as the secret (while overlooking New England’s 
large meat consumption). One of the countless “miracle” diets 
of the era was based on Puritan grub.



Most New England merchant vessels never crossed the At-
lantic. They were “coasters,” transporting whatever wanted 
moving from one colonial port to another in sloops and 
schooners. The harbors of Portsmouth, Boston, Newport, 
New Haven, New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston teemed 
with them. Long-distance overland travel was difficult for a 
man or woman on a horse to almost the end of the colonial 
era. Shipping freight overland was unheard of. Everything 
moved on water.

In a word, New England merchants were themselves mer-
cantilists. They competed with the English in the same car-
rying trade on the same routes. Unsurprisingly, British mer-
cantilists looked on New England with, at best, indifference. 
The northernmost colonies produced nothing profitable; 
New England merchants competed with the traders of the 
mother country.

An Independent Spirit
Indeed, the charters of Plymouth, Massachusetts; Rhode 
Island; and Connecticut gave those colonies such extensive 
powers of self-government that they functioned much like 
independent commonwealths. New Englanders (most of 
them) drank toasts to the king. A few of the grandchildren of 
the Puritans still entertained the fi ction that they were mem-

bers of the Church of England. But these were little more 
than pieties during a century when two English kings were 
dethroned, one of them decapitated, and when it often took 
two months for a message from the mother country to reach 
her American daughters.

During the decade Oliver Cromwell ruled England, the 
New England colonies ignored almost every directive he is-
sued. In 1652, Massachusetts minted its own coin, the “pine 
tree Shilling.” This was assuming a right reserved to  sovereigns 

MAP 4:2 Two Triangular Trade Routes. Not every British and colonial ship plied one of the triangular routes year after year, but 
they were popular because profitable. Merchants were required by law to carry enumerated articles to England. Some returned to the
colonies with manufactured goods; others added a transaction to their voyage by carrying trade goods to West Africa to exchange
for slaves. Seafaring merchants were opportunists, taking on profitable cargos (and destinations) that presented themselves.

And the Award for Incompetence in Colonial 
Government Goes to . . .
By far the most foolish act of the Dominion of New England 
was a law invalidating all titles to land held under the 
abrogated Massachusetts charter. Every land title in the 
colony dated prior to 1685 had been granted under the 
charter!

Sir Edmund Andros did not intend to evict everyone in 
Massachusetts. The idea was to enrich the treasury by 
collecting fees for the paperwork of revalidating the titles, 
and to provide opportunities for graft among Sir Edmund’s 
cronies who, for a consideration, could expedite the process.
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since antiquity. Nor did Massachusetts retreat when Charles II 
became king in 1660. Indeed, the colony continued to strike 
the shilling after Charles was crowned. He was forced to go 
to court, suing to have the Massachusetts charter revoked. In 
1684, he won his case.

The Dominion of New England
The next year, the new king, James II, combined all the New 
England colonies into a single Dominion of New England. 
(New York and New Jersey were later added.) He abol-
ished the colonial assemblies and endowed his governor, Sir 
 Edmund Andros, with a Spanish viceroy’s powers. Andros 
had some success in New York, but he never had a prayer in 
New England. James II, unpopular at home because he was 
Roman Catholic, was forced, in 1688, to f lee from England, 
to be replaced on the throne by joint monarchs, William and 
Mary. Mary was James II’s Protestant daughter, her husband, 
William, the head of the Dutch state. 

The news of James II’s overthrow inspired popular up-
risings in several colonies. In Maryland, a planter named 
John Coode seized power from the Catholic proprietors 
whom Coode assumed had f led with James II. In New York, 
a  German named Jacob Leisler gained control of the city, 
 claiming that, in the name of the new sovereigns, William 
and Mary, he was ridding New York of “Popish Doggs & 
 Divells.” In New  England, the merchant elite, never subser-
vient to Andros, simply resumed acting as it always had—
 independently. Prudently, Andros put to sea.

However, the Calverts of Maryland had played safe; they 
never unreservelly committed to James II. They eventually re-
gained their proprietary rights. In New York, Leisler, dizzied by 
his power, ordered a volley fired at newly arrived troops who re-
ally did act for William and Mary. He and an aide were sentenced 
to be “hanged by the Neck and being Alive their bodys be Cutt 
Downe to the Earth that their Bowells be taken out.” On second 
thought, the judge decided that hanging would be enough.

As for the Dominion of New England, William and Mary 
knew better than to revive it. Colonial opposition had been 
too emphatic for that. They restored the charters of Connect-

icut and Rhode Island (where there had been little  tumult) 
but, with a court’s decision on their side, the king and queen 
had no intention of allowing Massachusetts to return to its 
independent ways. In 1691, they combined Plymouth and 
Massachusetts into one royal colony. After 1691, the gover-
nor of the Bay Colony was no longer elected. He, like the 
governors of New Hampshire, Virginia, New York, and the 
Carolinas, was appointed by the Crown.

This was no easy pill for latter-day Puritans to swallow. Their 
forebears had been divinely mandated to govern  Massachusetts 
as a godly commonwealth. That God should allow the Crown 
to take their “citty on a hill” from them was a profound pun-
ishment calling for anguished prayer and soul-searching.

Witchcraft
Puritan soul-searching when the community was severely 
disturbed focused on vile sins that the community was not 
punishing. Some believed they had identifi ed that sin when 
two pubescent girls in Salem Village, a downscale off-shoot of 
the prosperous town of Salem, were seized in fi ts of scream-
ing and crawling about making odd throaty sounds. Their 
physician found no earthly affl iction and reckoned that the 
girls were being tortured by Satan’s servants—witches. The 
girls confi rmed his diagnosis.

Few laughed at the suggestion of witchcraft, and fewer with 
any sense laughed in public. Most Europeans and Americans 
believed that individuals could acquire supernatural powers 
(like the capacity to torture little girls) by promising to serve 
Satan, a bargain sometimes sealed by having sexual intercourse 
with him (or, for men, with satanic spirits called succubi). It 
was a serious business. Witchcraft was a capital crime; the Bible 
said, “thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” Since the Reforma-
tion, tens of thousands of Europeans had been executed for 
witchcraft. In the 1640s in East Anglia, the heartland of the 
Massachusetts emigration, as many as 200 witches were exe-
cuted. A few people had been hanged as witches in the colonies, 
one in Boston in 1691. (None, contrary to a common belief, 
was burned at the stake. That was a European specialty.)

Just what set off the girls who started the witchcraft hysteria 
in Salem in 1692 is a mystery. Perhaps mental illness? Maybe 
the spooky tales told them by Tituba, a West Indian slave in 
the home of the Reverend Samuel Parish? In any case, the girls 
seem to have enjoyed being the center of attention and began 
to accuse specific villagers of bewitching them. Their targets 
could not have been better chosen for their vulnerability by a 
committee of sociologists. Most were women (as were, when 
it was all over, almost all the accusers). Some of the victims 
were eccentrics (conformist New England still looked askance 
at non-standard behavior); others were unpopular in the vil-
lage for good reason and bad; several were loners without 
friends to defend them. Only a few of the accused women had 
husbands or adult sons—freeholder voters— to speak up on 
their behalf. Another Salem witch was an impoverished hag 
who may have been senile; yet another was deaf and  probably 
never understood the charges against her. An 88-year-old 
male witch was notorious as a crank and, in his younger years, 
he had been an unabashed open adulterer.

Put on More Weight 
Salem’s witches were hanged except one man who was 
“pressed” to death. That is, he was held prostrate under a 
heavy plank. Stones were piled one by one on the plank until 
he expired of suffocation. 

Why the special treatment? He refused to plead either 
innocent or guilty. To plead not guilty and then to be 
convicted (which he knew was in the cards) meant that 
his heirs would forfeit their rights to his property. The 
magistrates were not happy with his stubborness. After each 
stone was added, they begged him to plead. They would 
have been delighted with a “not guilty.” A trial would follow 
and their consciences would be clear. Even a guilty plea 
would end the torture (and might have saved his life), but he 
refused. His final words were, “Put on more weight.” 



Accusers and accusations multiplied. Of some 130 people 
who were fingered as witches, 114 were charged. Of those 
who were found guilty, 19 were hanged. Although some of 
Massachusetts’s most distinguished men were caught up in 
the hysteria, including Judge Samuel Sewall and the eminent 
minister, Cotton Mather, the authorities called a halt to the 
frenzy when people of their own eminence (notably the wife 
of the governor) were named as witches. Of the 19 witches 
executed, only one was a male of respectable social station. 

THE MIDDLE COLONIES
William Penn did not believe in witchcraft. When, during the 
Salem hysteria, he was asked if there might not be witches in 
Pennsylvania too, he replied that settlers in his colony were 
free to fl y about on broomsticks if they liked. The liberality 
of the middle colonies—religious tolerance fi rst and fore-
most—was rooted in Quaker principles in Pennsylvania, New 
Jersey, and Delaware. In New York it was the consequence of 
a population that was too diverse for regimentation. 

Liberality and an abundance of good land cheap made 
the middle colonies the preferred destination of immigrants 
who were able to pay the trans-Atlantic fare and even the 

poor who had to sign on as servants. Just two years after Penn 
selected the site of Philadelphia, it was a city of 300 houses 
and 2,500 people. When Pennsylvania was 20 years old, its 
population was the third largest in the colonies.

Philadelphia was never the “greene countrie towne” Penn 
had envisioned, every house having “room enough for 
House, Garden and small Orchard.” Laid out on a tidy grid-
iron, it was quite compact. New York City, contained behind 
a wall (present-day Wall Street) out of fear of Indians, was 
even more densely populated. 

Balanced Economies
The growing season in the middle colonies was longer than 
it was in New England. The soil in the alluvial valleys of 
the Hudson, Delaware, Schuylkill, and Susquehannna Riv-
ers was rich and deep (and without glacial rocks). Outside 
Philadelphia the soil was mildly alkaline, enriched by eroded 
limestone, perfect for growing wheat. Almost from the start, 
middle colonies farmers produced a surplus they could sell. 
Because individual landholdings were much larger than the 
New England colonies had apportioned to families, all but 
the poorest middle colonies farmers could pasture more ani-
mals than they needed for their own meat, something else to 

A woman (or girl) accuses another of witchcraft. This victim of the Salem hysteria is more fortunate than most. She lives in a substantial 
house and has a male defender. She has a good chance of surviving persecution. All but a few of the witches hanged at Salem were poor 
and friendless. Many were unpopular in the village for good reason or bad; they were easy targets.
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sell. Most farmers, on however small a scale, were commer-
cial, not subsistence farmers.  Pennsylvania’s surpluses were 
so great it was called the “breadbasket of the colonies.”

There were great estates along New York’s Hudson river, 
but there were few such agribusinesses in New Jersey and 
 Pennsylvania. It was the proprietors’ policy in the Quaker 
colonies to sell lands in family-size parcels. Those farmers 
who made some money took in servants to improve their 
productivity or purchased slaves. New York, New Jersey, and 
Delaware all had large African and African American popu-
lations. But familes owning slaves by the dozen, common in 
the South, were rare. The common pattern was for a well-off 
but working farm family to own two, four, maybe six slaves, 
often a family, the adult men working the fields, the women 
and girls helping to run the home.

Middle colonies farmers did not themselves export their 
grain, cattle, hogs, and horses, as tidewater planters exported 
their tobacco. They sold to “middlemen,” merchants head-
quartered in New York and Philadelphia who had markets 
overseas, mostly in the sugar islands of the West Indies. The 
wealthiest merchants, intermarried Dutch and English families 
in New York, Quakers in Philadelphia, dominated the colonial 
assemblies and sat in the governors’ councils. Farmers were 
not without political power; they voted. But the merchant ar-
istocracy of the cities, allied with the governors, ensured that 
farmers were underrepresented in the assemblies. Until the 
1750s, between 70 and 80 percent of Pennsylvania’s assembly-
men were Quakers, the majority from Philadelphia.

Diverse Populations
New Jersey and Pennsylvania (including Delaware until 1701) 
offi cially tolerated all religious denominations. In New York, 
the Church of England and the Dutch Reformed Church had 
privileges not enjoyed by other denominations. However, 

the laws proscribing other forms of worship were ignored 
except when, for example, anti-Catholic feelings boiled over 
(and Catholics were few). Indeed, a Roman Catholic, Thomas 
Dongan, was briefl y governor of the colony. A visiting Vir-
ginian marveled that New Yorkers “seem not concerned what 
religion their neighbor is, or whether hee hath any or none.”

The populations of New England and the South (always 
excepting black slaves) were ethnically homogenous. Almost 
all white people were of English ancestry. Not so in the middle 
colonies; their populations were diverse from the beginning. 
The Dutch remained a large minority in New York. Outside 
of Manhattan, they clustered in Dutch villages, preserving 
their language and customs. Even in the city, most married 
other Dutch. (Except for the upper class Dutch, which freely 
intermarried with upper-class English and often became 
members of the Church of England.)

The city of New York was, even in colonial times, an eth-
nic jumble of whites and blacks (many of them free), people 
of mixed European and African blood, and pockets of just 
about every Western European people. Isaac Jogues, a French 
priest passing through the city, heard eigthteen languages 
spoken on New York’s streets. 

There were numerous Dutch, Swedes, and Finns in New 
Jersey, Delaware, and Pennsylvania before the English colonies 
were chartered. William Penn advertised for immigrants in the 
German and Swiss states along the war-torn Rhine River. The 
first to respond belonged to persecuted religious sects known 
as “Anabaptists,” a name they did not like, or “Mennonites,” 
which they accepted. Like the Quakers, they were pacifists. 
They wanted to farm and developed the rich rolling land west 
of Philadelphia into model farms. Some of their descendants, 
still observing some seventeenth- century customs, are the 
“Pennsylvania Dutch.” Other  Germans, mostly Lutherans but 
a few Catholics too, founded Germantown near Philadelphia, 
now just a neighborhood within the city.
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A view of Philadelphia from the New Jersey of the Delaware river, during the early eighteenth
century, William Penn’s “green countrie towne” outstripped Boston and Philadelphia in size.
Streets were laid out in an orderly gridiron pattern (although only the eastern half of the city
was actually built-up when this engraving was made). Visitors found Philadelphia a cleaner
and more agreeable city than any other in the colonies. Its port was also the busiest, exporting
the products of Pennsylvania’s and New Jersey’s rich farmlands.



FINDING THE WAY 

Sailors in the African trade found their way out and home 
by the ancient expedient of keeping the coastline in sight. 
They sailed the way the pilot of a small airplane flies, by 
following landmarks. Deepwater seamen—transatlantic 
sailors beginning with Columbus and Cabot—depended 
on the compass and the cross-staff, backstaff, or astrolabe 
when out of sight of land.

The Chinese first discovered that magnetized iron 
pointed north. Italians adapted this knowledge into a 
navigational instrument. By the seventeenth century, the 
ship’s compass was a magnetic needle delicately balanced 
on a brass bowl with a flat top marked with sixteen direc-
tions (north, east, south, and west, of course, plus NE, SE, 
and so on, and NNE, ENE, ESE, SSE). The compass was 
within sight of the helmsman and mounted on pivots so 
that it remained level when the vessel pitched and rolled.

The cross-staff, astrolabe, and backstaff (left to right 
above) enabled navigators to measure the angle between 
the horizon and the sun by day and, by night, the horizon 
and the North Star (the Southern Cross below the Equa-
tor). With this information, a navigator could determine 
his ship’s latitude, that is, the distance of its position from 
the equator. With one or another of these instruments, 
sailors knew on which east–west line they were sailing.

So, a captain who was headed for Cape Cod, which he 
knew was located at about 42° north latitude, sailed southerly 
out of England until his instruments told him his vessel was 
at 42°. Then, using the compass, and checking the astrolabe 
or cross-staff for corrections at least daily, he sailed due west.

What sailors could not determine with any accuracy was 
longitude—their position on the imaginary arcs than run 
north-south from pole to pole. On an east to west voyage 
such as across the Atlantic, navigators had only a reckoner’s 
notion of how far they had sailed from their port of  departure 
and, therefore, how far they were from their destination.

There were ways of determining—very roughly—a 
ship’s speed and, therefore, approximate longitude on an 

east-west voyage. The log line was a rope knotted every 
forty-eight feet with a wooden float tied to the end. It was 
thrown overboard and, measuring minutes with a sand-
glass, the navigator counted the number of knots that 
passed over the stern in a given period of time. Since the 
log was not blown as the ship was, the speed of the wind 
and therefore the ship could be estimated. (Measuring a 
ship’s speed in knots, as is still done today, dates from the 
day of the knotted log line; so does the custom of calling 
the captain’s written  records the ship’s log.)

No one trusted too much to a log line. It did not take 
account of ocean currents which could radically increase 
or decrease a ship’s progress. (The log was in the grip of 
the current, just as the ship was.) 

Not until the mid-eighteenth century, near the end of the 
colonial period, was the problem of determining longitude 
systematically attacked. In 1752, a German astronomer, 
 Tobias Mayer, devised a set of tables and a mathematical 
formula for determining longitude from the position of the 
moon. His method worked, but it was far from practical. A 
skilled mathematician needed four hours to complete the 
calculation. Few ship’s captains were so skilled. None had 
four hours to spare from other duties very often. In 1767, 
the Royal Observatory at Greenwich, England (which in 
time became 0° longitude) issued the Mariner’s Almanac, a 
volume of tables that simplified Mayer’s formulas, but the 
streamlining diluted their accuracy.

Not until the invention of the “chronometer,” a highly 
accurate clock undisturbed by the ocean’s rough handling 
of it, was longitude mastered. Set at the beginning of a voy-
age at the time in Greenwich on the River Thames, which 
was designated 0° longitude (or Paris aboard French ships, 
Amsterdam aboard Dutch), the chronometer informed a 
navigator what the time was at 0° longitude wherever in the 
world he was, which he then compared with the time aboard 
ship (determined from the position of the sun), and thus, 
with simple arithmetic established his ship’s position.

How They Lived
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Other Americans
Indians and Africans in the Colonies

Why will you take by force what you may obtain by love? Why will you destroy 
us who supply you with food? What can you get by war?

—Powhatan

Is it not enough that we are torn from our country and friends to toil for your 
luxury and lust of gain? Must every tender feeling be likewise sacrificed to your 
avarice?

—Olaudah Equiano

T
he eastern slope of North America, between the 
Appalachians and the Atlantic, the most densely 
populated region of the United States, was prob-
ably the most populous part of North America 
when the colonization era began.

How many Indians lived on the “Eastern Seaboard” in 
1600? We do not know. The natives built no cities for archae-
ologists to excavate, measure, and calculate a reliable estimate 
of the number of people that inhabited them. The Eastern 
Indians’ towns and villages were constructed of wood and 
other organic material that rapidly decayed when the sites 
were abandoned. 

The first colonists rarely counted their neighbors and, 
in any case, they knew only of villages nearest to their own 
settlements. When Chief Powhatan felt threatened by the 
Jamestowners, he was able to disappear entirely from their 
purview for ten years by moving his capital a few miles in-
land.  Modern estimates of the Indian population in about 
1600 are so heavily based on guesswork that some are twenty 
times larger than others. Perhaps the most persuasive guess 
is that about 150,000 Indians lived between the Appalachians 
and the ocean.

One demographic observation is beyond doubt. Whatever 
the Eastern Indians’ numbers in 1600, they suffered a cata-
strophic decline thanks to epidemics of European diseases to 
which Native Americans had no inherited immunities. The 
deserted village of Pawtuxet, where the Pilgrims founded 

 Plymouth, was just one of several Wampanoag communities 
that had simply died out. Massasoit, chief of the  Wampanoags, 
claimed he had been able to muster 3,000 warriors in 1600. 
Even if he was exaggerating, it is noteworthy that, by 1630, he 
had only a few hundred.  It was a rare coastal tribe that, by 1650, 
was more than half the size it had been in 1600. In the  Carolinas 
at the time of the first English incursions in the 1660s, the na-
tive population was about 20,000. In 1715, colonial authorities 
counted only 8,000 Carolina Indians. The Lenni Lenape of the 
Delaware River valley suffered a similar devastation.

THE EASTERN WOODLANDS
INDIANS
The economies of the many tribes who lived in what is now 
the eastern third of the United States were much the same, 
shaped by the forest that was their home. From the  Atlantic 
Ocean to beyond the Mississippi River, North America was 
woods. Seamen approaching New England smelled the fra-
grance of pine trees days before they sighted land. Dozens 
of species of hardwoods dominated other forests. There 
were gaps in the woods, natural prairies or “oak openings,” 
some of them sizable. The Indians cleared large tracts both 
to create farmland and to improve hunting by encouraging 
the growth of the sun-loving grasses, berries, and shrubs on 
which moose, elk, deer, and bear fed. 

Chapter 5
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72 Chapter 5 Other Americans

Hunters
All Eastern Woodlands Indians depended on hunting for 
much of their food. Men and adolescent boys using bows 
and arrows with fl aked stone heads harvested meat for sus-
tenance and for furs and hides from which clothing, mats, 
and blankets were made. They did not usually range far from 
their villages. They had to be able to carry their venison or 
birds home before they had eaten it themselves and before, 
in summer, the meat spoiled. Fortunately, the woods teemed 
with game to a degree unimaginable in the United States 
today. Tribes could overhunt their range, of course, and they 

did. Scarcity of game was a major reason why tribes relo-
cated, sometimes over a considerable distance.

To the Indians, no one owned land. The idea of private or 
even tribal property land was alien to them, as was the idea of 
“boundaries” between tribal hunting grounds. “They range 
rather than inhabite,” a Virginian wrote. A Dutchman in New 
York elaborated: “wind, stream, bush, field, sea, beach, and 
riverside are open and free to everyone of every nation with 
which the Indians are not embroiled in open conflict.” 

This did not mean that hunting parties from different 
tribes waved cordially if they happened upon one another 
in the forest. If the Indians were not territorial, they were 
tribal. While two distinct peoples might be friendly with one 
another, trading partners or even allies, hostility—even be-
tween villages within a tribal culture—was a common state 
of affairs. Hunting parties had to be wary of the whereabouts 
of enemies, an added incentive for hunters from small 
tribes not to wander too far from home. The  Wampanoag 
and Massachusetts Indians had been contesting hunting 
grounds with the Narragansetts of Rhode Island long before 
the Puritans introduced them to the concept of “this land 
is mine.” The Narragansetts skirmished with the Pequots of 
Connecticut to the west of them. The Pequots contended 
with Mohicans, Mohegans, and Mohawks to the west of 
their homeland.

Farmers
All the Eastern Woodlands Indians farmed. They cleared 
fi elds by the slash-and-burn method, a technique still em-
ployed in tropical forests today. Slash-and-burn is well suited 
to a people whose numbers are few and whose tools are 
simple. (There were none made of iron in North America.) 
First, the Indians girdled the trees in future fi elds. That is, 
they stripped the trunk of bark and hacked a gash into the 
exposed wood around the circumference of the tree. This 
prevented the circulation of sap, and the slashed trees died. 
When they were leafl ess, admitting sunlight, the underbrush 
was burned.

Women did the farming (and the gathering, seasonally 
collecting fruits, berries, nuts, roots, and reeds and grasses for 

Bow and Arrow
The bow of most Eastern Woodlands Indians were made 
from a single piece of wood like the famous English longbow, 
but it was shorter: Five feet was typical. Different tribes 
preferred different woods: hickory, ash, or elm. A few tribes 
made composite bows, laminating animal sinews to willow 
for increased pull and power.

Lethality at short range was important to the Indians; 
accuracy at distances less so. Indians hunted and battled in 
forests; if a target was visible, it was rarely further than fifty 
yards away. At that range, an arrow shot from a New England 
Algonkian bow could pass entirely through a deer . . . or an 
enemy.

16251550 16001575 1650 1675 1700

Indians and Africans in Early Colonial History 1550–1700

1550 Formation of Iroquois Confederacy, the “Five Nations”; European diseases ravage New England Indians; Portuguese dominate African slave trade

1610s Virginians import indentured servants as laborers

1637 Pequot War: tribe decimated

1648 Mohawks and Oneidas massacre Hurons; Cayugas
 and Seneca destroy Eries

King Philip’s War: New England Indians crushed 1675

Maryland and Virginia reduce African servants to slavery  1660–1670

1609 French from Canada fire on Mohawks

 British and colonials become major players in African slave trade  1700

Some man-made landscapes in New England were park-
like, gigantic hardwoods towering over ground that was 
not quite a lawn but was without brush. Much of Virginia’s 
Shenandoah Valley was a checkerboard of alternating open 
land and groves of trees. Mostly, however, the eastern third of 
the continent was forest. The canopy of the oaks and maples 
was so dense in places that, except in winter, it blocked out 
the sun. Virgin forest could be a gloomy place. Underbrush 
could grow so thickly as to make the forest floor impenetra-
ble, especially when the brush was canebrake, an American 
bamboo.



making baskets and mats). In the ghostly forests—the lifeless 
trees that were not used for firewood stood for years—the 
women planted maize (“Indian corn”), squash of uncount-
able varieties, beans, melons, cabbages, gourds to serve as 
vessels, and a little tobacco. Maize, beans, and squash were 
the staples. The Iroquois of New York called them the “three 
sisters” because they were planted together in mounds. The 
corn stalks served as poles for the climbing beans; the large 
leaves of squash plants acted as a mulch, stifling weeds for 
lack of sun and preserving moisture.

Maize and beans, kept dry and cool, lasted a year. With 
the supply of meat so often problematical, avoiding hun-
ger in the spring depended on a village’s store of corn. The 
Mohawks of New York maintained vast fields and huge 
corn reserves; they were large-scale growers. Many other 
tribes, however, neglected agriculture. The men loaded their 

women with other chores that took them from the fields. 
(An Indian woman’s work was literally never done.) Among 
the Powhatans of Virginia, the corn ran out so regularly that 
the women were set to digging for tuckahoe, an edible al-
though not very appetizing root. They hated the job; it was 
cold, wet work. If Powhatan women had decided how many 
acres to plant in the three sisters each year, there would have 
been no shortages. 

“Starving times” were regular among many tribes long 
before the hunger Jamestown suffered. John Smith observed 
that the Powhatans gorged and fattened up each fall and 
were scrawny in the spring. Analysis of bones in the Indian 
burial sites of pre-colonial New England show a high inci-
dence of malnutrition and anemia. Indians living along the 
St. Lawrence River were familiar with scurvy, a vitamin C 
deficiency; when the first French explorers began to suffer 
from the disease, Indians showed them their cure for it: a 
spruce tea. Frequent shortages and occasional famines help 
explain why, unlike in Mesoamerica, Eastern Woodlands 
communities were small. The Powhatans gathered in camps 
of a thousand in the late summer when food was abundant, 
but broke up into small, scattered camps the rest of the 
year. Only the Iroquois nations, which planted cornfields of 
more than 100 acres, lived in such large concentrations year 
round.

Colonists sometimes described the Indians as nomads. 
But they were not; none of the Eastern peoples were 
full-time wanderers. Seminomadic (a term unknown to 
 seventeenth-century English) would have been more accu-
rate. Except for the Iroquois, Creeks, and Cherokees, whose 
town sites remained fixed for up to ten years, the woodlands 
tribes relocated every two or three years when the men had 
overhunted the range, the women had exhausted the soil, 
the flimsy huts of bent saplings covered with mats were fall-
ing to pieces, and when everyone was sick and tired of the 
 accumulated human filth and the rats, mice, and lice that 
had taken up residence.

This watercolor of the village of Secotan in North Carolina was 
painted in 1585 by John White, the governor of the Roanoke 
colony. It reveals an orderly society and the fact that the villagers 
planted two crops of corn each year in order to maximize 
their food supply. The logs in the village palisade were actually 
positioned next to one another with apertures cut through some 
of them for bowmen. White took the liberty of spacing them apart 
in his painting so that the interior of the village was visible. Many 
Eastern tribes built such fortifications. They were effective if an 
attack was not a complete surprise.
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What’s in a Name?
The name many Indian tribes gave themselves translates as 
“the people” or “the human beings.” The terms they used for 
the people of other tribes, however, were often unflattering. 
“The other things” was mild. More common were insults 
like “Mohawk,” which is Narragansett for “blood sucker.” 
“Sioux” is Chippewa for “snake.” 

Sometimes the colonists gave tribes an entirely irrelevant 
European name that stuck. They called the Lenni Lenape 
“Delawares” because their heartland spanned the river the 
English called the Delaware. The tribe, soon pushed to the 
Ohio River Valley, adopted it. A Canadian Iroquois band that 
refused to ally with either the French or the English became 
known as “Neutrals,” and they accepted that name.
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Language
Languages were more numerous in North America than 
they were in Europe. In the Eastern Woodlands, however, 
all the languages fell into one of four linguistic families. 
That is, within each family, the languages had evolved from 
a  single root language as Spanish, French, and Italian all 
evolved from Latin. Siouan- and Muskohegan-speaking 
peoples were found mostly in the southern interior. How-
ever, just about every tribe with which the early English 
colonists interacted spoke an Algonkian (Algonquin) or 
Iroquoian tongue.

The first Native American words the settlers of  Virginia 
and New England heard spoken were Algonkian:  Powhatan 
in Virginia, Wampanoag in Massachusetts. Other  Algonkian-
speaking tribes were the Mohegans,  Massachusetts, 
Narragansett, Abnaki, and Pequots in New England; the 
Lenni Lenape (Delawares) in the middle colonies; and 
south of the Great Lakes, the Miami, Shawnee, Potowatomi, 
 Illinois, Kickapoo, Fox, Sauk, and Chippeway (Ojibwa). 

Quite a few Algonkian words and place names are now 
fixtures of American English: hickory, hominy, moccasin, 
succotash, tomahawk, totem, and wigwam; Massachusetts, 
 Connecticut, and Chesapeake. 

By no means could all Algonkian speakers understand one 
another, anymore than a Sicilian can understand a Parisian. 
The greater the distance between two tribes, the further back 
in time their common ancestors, the greater the differences 
between their languages. Neighboring Algonkian tribes like 
the Wampanoags and Massachusetts conversed easily, but in 
one corner of North Carolina, several small tribes that resided 
within ten miles of one another for at least half a century 
could trade (or squabble) only by means of sign language. 

One of the largest southern tribes, the Cherokee, spoke 
an Iroquoian language, as did the Tuscarora of North 
Carolina. Most Iroquoian speakers lived farther north: the 
Susquehannocks in Virginia; the Erie south of Lake Erie; 
and the Seneca, Cayuga, Onandaga, Oneida, and Mohawk 
tribes of New York.

Warriors
Two tribes having a mutually benefi cial trade (or a frighten-
ing common enemy) might be allies for decades. Wariness of 
outsiders is, however, the essence of tribal culture everywhere. 
While most Eastern peoples’ name for themselves translates 
as something like “the human beings,” they called the people 
of other tribes “the other things” or worse, “bloodsuckers,” 
“man-eaters.”

Warfare was chronic in the Indians’ world because males 
aspired, above all else, to bravery. A man’s reputation for 
courage was the key to his status in the tribe. Consequently, 
when a gang of young men on a hunt happened on young 
men from another tribe, reckless belligerence was common. 
A New Englander who lived among Indians wrote that they 
battled “for a pastime.”

Oral tradition told of massacres of entire villages, but 
wholesale bloodshed was not typical of Indian warfare. Nei-
ther their military technology nor the object of wars nor the 
Indians’ manner of fighting was adapted to mass slaughter. 
Their weapons were made of wood and stone, which meant 
fighting at close quarters, with bow and arrow or hand-to-
hand. Palisaded villages—surrounded by a wall of upright 
logs—were usually secure against such “low-tech” assaults (as 
long as there were sentinels). And bravery meant boldness, 
not necessarily killing an enemy (counting coup, striking 
him, was just as prestigious); splitting a baby’s head open with 
a tomahawk was not (although it was done often enough). 
The object of assaults that were planned, as opposed to ac-
cidental confrontations, was to steal corn or meat or to seize 
women and children to adopt. 

Finally, casualties were usually low because Indian warriors 
did not fight in disciplined, coordinated units as Europeans 
did. They cooperated in ambushing enemies but then battled 
one on one in chaotic melees. When things got too hot, they 
fled, one by one. Roger Williams observed that “the Indians’ 
Warres are far less bloudy and devouring than the cruell warres 
of Europe.”  When, in 1637, soldiers from  Massachusetts and 
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MAP 5:1 Major Eastern Woodlands Tribes. Every Eastern tribe, 
often every band within a tribe, was effectively independent. 
The numerous Creek towns periodically formed confederations,
but they were unstable and did not last long. In 1607, most 
Chesapeake Indian villages acknowledged Powhatan as 
“Paramount Chief,” but that coalition too was shaky with 
outlying villages restive. Only the Five Nations—the Iroquois 
Confederacy—of New York, founded about 1550, preserved 
political unity.



Connecticut shot down Pequots who were attempting to flee 
their burning village, their Narragansett allies, incredulous 
and perhaps disgusted, shouted at them to stop.

The Iroquois Confederacy
The most powerful Eastern tribes were the fi ve Iroquois 
 Nations that occupied most of what is now upstate New York. 
Until about 1550, the Seneca, Cayuga, Onandaga, Oneida, 
and Mohawk fought as fi ercely among themselves as any 
other tribes. They were notorious for torturing the prisoners 
they took.

Torture, like farming, was woman’s work. Captives were 
forced to “run the gauntlet”—to race between two lines of 

shrieking women swinging clubs and thrusting with spears. 
From among the survivors, the women selected those they 
would adopt into their clans (subdivisions of the tribe that 
shared the same longhouse). The leftovers were tied to trees 
and slowly roasted by small fires built at their feet, skinned, 
dismembered finger by finger and limb by limb, and blinded 
with firebrands, not necessarily in that order. When a vic-
tim passed out, torture was suspended until he regained 
consciousness. The fun was in the captive’s agony, not his 
death.

About 1550, a visionary known to history as Hiawatha, set 
out to end warfare among the five tribes. He traveled tire-
lessly from one nation to another preaching the advantages 

The Iroquois longhouse (this one is 
Mohawk) was a physical expression 
of the clan structure of Iroquois 
tribes. Families belonging to a clan 
were closely related to one another 
through the clan’s women: mothers, 
daughters, sisters. Husbands were 
drawn from other clans in order to 
avoid inbreeding and became members 
of their wives’ clan. (For as long as she 
could stomach having him around. If 
she divorced him, he returned to his 
mother’s longhouse and clan.) Each 
nuclear family in a clan had its own 
apartment, separated from others by a 
partition, but open to the central aisle.
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of cooperation. Astonishingly, Hiawatha succeeded. All five 
tribes retained their independence—their sovereignty in 
Europeans terms. Each tribe governed itself and was free to 
make war on tribes outside the Confederation without con-
sulting the others.

However, the leaders of the Five Nations vowed not to make 
war on one another.  Inevitable problems—if, for  example, a 
Seneca killed a Cayuga—were resolved without further blood-
shed at an annual meeting of delegates from all five tribes 
at the chief town of the Onandagas, the central-most of the 
Nations. It worked. Hiawatha’s Confederation kept the peace 
among the New York Iroquois for more than two centuries.

“Empowered Women”
A tribe’s delegates at the annual meetings were men. However, 
they were selected by women. Indeed, among the Iroquois, 
descent was matrilineal, traced from mother to daughter, not 
from father to son as among Europeans. Women governed 
the clans within the tribes for they were the only permanent 
clan members. When a couple married, the groom left his 
mother’s longhouse and moved to his wife’s. He became a 
member of her clan, socializing, hunting, wandering, and 
warring alongside his wife’s unmarried brothers and her sis-
ters’ and cousins’ husbands. If his wife tired of him—divorce 
was easy—he moved out of her longhouse and returned to 
his mother’s. The children stayed. 

Iroquois social stability depended on matrilineal clans. 
The Iroquois had a lackadaisical attitude about who had sex-
ual relations with whom. The paternity of a child, therefore, 
could not be reliably known. So, father-son relationships 
counted for little, clan membership a lot.

Iroquois women also held extensive political power within 
tribes because Iroquois men were endlessly on the move. 
With their own towns secure from attack thanks to the Con-
federation, the young men could range far into the hunting 
grounds of other tribes itching for a fight.

A consequential fight occurred in 1609. About 200  Mohawks 
on the shores of Lake Champlain ran into a party of  Montaignais 
and Hurons from the north. They were accompanied by a few 
oddly dressed white men. They were French soldiers from 
newly founded Quebec; the Hurons and  Montaignais were 
showing them the north–south trade route of which the lake 
was a part. Among the French was the governor of the colony 
(and the namesake of the lake), Samuel de Champlain. When 
the  Mohawks advanced, Champlain and two others opened fire 
with arquebuses (matchlock muskets). Loaded with shrapnel—
odd bits of iron—each shot felled several Mohawks.  Bewildered 
and terrified—it was their introduction to firearms—the survi-
vors fled. They would have their revenge.

A WORLD TURNED UPSIDE
DOWN
Battling with strange newcomers was not new to the In-
dians. Tribes regularly moved a hundred miles and more. 
The diseases the whites brought with them, however, were 

Separate Spheres
Aside from the curse of new diseases, which did their work 
everywhere in the Americas, the experience of the Eastern 
Woodlands Indians was quite unlike that of Native Americans 
who lived in lands the Spanish conquered. First, there were 
not as many of them. More Indians lived within 50 miles of 
Lake Texcoco than lived in the forests of North America that 
the English penetrated during the 1600s. 

Nevertheless, the English had a more difficult time dom-
inating the Indians than the Spanish did. In part, this was 
because English colonization was not primarily military as 
Spanish colonization was. The English were uninterested 
in conquering the Indians, ruling them, and living off their 
labor. They meant to build English communities on land 
from which they cleared the Indians.

The sexual ratio among the English in New England 
and the middle colonies made segregation by race plau-
sible. The Spanish conquerors of Santo Domingo (which 
Columbus had called Hispaneola), Cuba, Mexico, and 
Peru were soldiers—all males; decades passed before 
more than a handful of Spanish women came to America. 
But, except in Virginia, the English colonies were set-
tled by families, and single English women of marrying 
age. Colonial men did not look to the tribes for wives 
and mistresses as the extent the conquistadors did. One 
scholar has identified only three Indian-white marriages 

A Fate Worse than Death
Colonial women captured by Indians and not rescued 
immediately often decided to remain with their captors 
when, later, they were given the choice of returning. If they 
had borne children, they knew that their offspring could live 
as equals among the Indians but would be outcast “half-
breeds” in white society. Indeed, having coupled with Indian 
men, the women themselves would be considered defiled 
back home.

As much as the stories of “white squaws” disturbed the 
colonists, no tale was more terrible than Esther Wheelwright’s. 
In 1704, Abenakis kidnapped and took her to the French in 
Quebec. There, she converted to Roman Catholicism, became 
a nun, and, in time, Mother Superior of the Ursuline order. 
That made her the highest ranking churchwoman in North 
America. New Englanders, for whom the Catholic Church was 
the Whore of Babylon, were appalled.

a devastating novelty. As early as 1550, European fi shermen 
holed up for the winter on New England shores, trading and 
 carousing with the coastal tribes. The fi shermen infected the 
natives with highly contagious Old World diseases to which 
they had little resistance—diphtheria, cholera, typhus at fi rst, 
later measles and smallpox. Infected coastal Indians, in turn, 
spread the devastating sicknesses to inland tribes who had 
never seen a white man.



in Virginia (where white men vastly outnumbered white 
women) during the colony’s first century, including John 
Rolfe and Pocahontas!

There was plenty of extramarital miscegenation, of course: 
English-Indian, English-African, and African-Indian. Some 
Virginians thought that Indian-white marriages were a so-
lution to white-Indian conflict. As late as the 1770s, Patrick 
Henry and John Marshall urged the Virginia Assembly to 
enact a law encouraging interracial marriages. But theirs was 
a minority view. “Half-breeds” were consigned to the Indians, 
perhaps in part because they were illegitimate, but mostly 
because of the consciousness of race that steadily grew in in-
tensity in colonial society.

The Indians and Christianity
Like the Spanish (and the French in Canada), the early 
 English colonists said that they meant to convert the Indians 
to true religion: Protestant Christianity in their case. Look-
ing to the Bible to explain who the natives were, the Puritans 
concluded that they were descendants of the “ten lost tribes 
of Israel” whom they would win “to the knowledge and obe-
dience of the true God and Saviour of Mankind.” The Great 
Seal of Massachusetts depicted an Indian pleading “Come 
over and help us.”

However, the creation of a replica of old England—where 
there were no Indians—was much more important to 
 Puritans than Indian souls. A few ministers, most famously 
John Eliot, “the Apostle to the Indians,” devoted their lives 
to christianizing Indians. But John Cotton, the most pres-
tigious preacher in Massachusetts, better represented the 
colonial mind when he called the Indians “children of 
Satan” who should be “blasted in all their green groves and 
arbours.”

Few Indians converted to Puritan Protestantism. In 1675, 
after half a century of the English presence, there were only 
thirteen villages of “praying Indians” in all of New England. 
By way of contrast, Spanish priests commonly converted 
almost all the Indians in a region to Roman Catholicism 
within a few decades. The French had similar successes in 
Canada and among the Indians of the Anglo-French border-
lands. Why such different results?

It was a central tenet of Roman Catholicism that every 
human being, saint and sinner alike, should belong to the 
“One True Church.” (The word catholic means “universal.”) 
The Puritans believed that only a minority of their own peo-
ple were saved. It was not easy to convince Indians to em-
brace a religion that taught that all but a few of them were 
damned to hellsfire. 

For a millennium Catholic missionaries had preached to 
peoples of diverse cultures. Accepting baptism in the Church 
was what mattered to Catholic missionaries. They took little 
interest in changing cultural practices if they did not clash 
with Church teachings. Indeed—anything to baptize—they 
tailored their message and even their own behavior to the 
cultures of the peoples among whom they worked. They em-
phasized similarities between Roman Catholicism and the 
beliefs of Mexicans, Chinese, and Iroquois in order make 
baptism more congenial to them. The Roman Church was 
comfortably “multicultural.”

English colonists, by way of contrast, were intensely na-
tionalistic. Their religion—Puritan or Anglican—was in-
extricably tangled with English ways of eating, dressing, 
working, looking at the world. Even John Eliot insisted that 
Christian Indian men farm and women weave, that they live 
not in wigwams but in English houses, that they barber their 
hair as the Puritans did, even that they stop using bear grease 

Native culture in transition. The bark-
covered wigwams and the log stockade were 
traditional; many tribes of the woodlands 
fortified their villages with palisades long 
before they had contact with English and 
French colonials. As long as there were 
sentinels and enough men present, the walls 
were effective defenses against enemies. The 
cabins indicate the permanent presence of 
white trappers and traders or the partial 
Europeanization of some members of the 
tribal band. from the first, some Indians 
preferred the colonial’s housing.
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to ward off mosquitoes. Small wonder his successes were so 
modest.

Finally, Catholicism had long been the religion of people 
who, like the Indians, could not read or write. Catholic wor-
ship was ritualistic, ceremonial, theatrical, and mysterious. 
Protestants, especially Puritans, were a “people of the Book,” 
the Bible. Religious services consisted of long sermons by 
learned preachers who minutely dissected biblical passages 
which were well known to English listeners because the pious 
among them read the Good Book daily. A religion that began 
and ended with a book was, if not incomprehensible to Indi-
ans, without much appeal. The only interest North Carolina 
tribe Indians took in the Bible, an appalled visitor reported, 
was in rubbing its soft vellum binding on their bellies.

Land Hunger
It is often said that the colonists simply stole the land they 
wanted from the Indians. This was rarely the case—in the 
eyes of the settlers. When they assumed possession of lands 
that had been vacated, like the site of Plymouth, their justi-
fi cation was an ancient legal principle that unoccupied land 
is anybody’s pickings. Colonials acknowledged the legal and 
moral right of the tribes to own the land they occupied and 
purchased what they could of it. Roger Williams purchased 
Providence, Rhode Island, from the Narragansetts. William 
Penn and the Quakers conscientiously paid reasonable prices 
for the land they settled.

The problem was that when Indians sold land to newcom-
ers, the two parties to the deal had two entirely different as-
sumptions as to what had transpired. Thus, the Dutch in New 
Netherlands complained that they had paid for Manhattan 
three times over. Indeed they did because the sellers, three 
different tribes, believed that, in return for goods the Dutch 
gave them, they were accepting the Hollanders’ presence on 
the island. They were saying that they were willing to share 
their hunting grounds with the whites in peace, just as they 
shared them with the other two tribes. The Dutch assumed 
they were purchasing exclusive right to Manhattan, as they 
might purchase a canal house in Amsterdam, and they took it 
unkindly that the sellers did not move out. The Indians were 
bewildered, and not only by the alien concept of ownership. 
Jasper Danckhaerts wrote of a land purchase in New York in 
1679 that “the Indians hate the precipitancy of comprehen-
sion and judgement [of the whites], the excited chatterings, 
. . . the haste and rashness to do something, whereby a mess 
is often made of one’s good intentions.”

The almost inevitable consequence of the misunderstand-
ings was conflict ignited by Indian trespass (in the colonials’ 
eyes), Indians shot or insultingly handled, their tribes retali-
ating, and then outright war. The wars inevitably ended in 
victory for the more numerous, better armed colonials and 
were settled by the further dispossession of the Indians. Pos-
session of territory by right of conquest in a just war had a 
long pedigree and compelling recommendations to the party 
with the military edge.

Even if there been no cultural misunderstanding of 
what was involved in a land sale, the nature of European 

Furs and a New Kind of War
The Indians enjoyed a nice beef, mutton, or pork dinner but 
no Eastern tribes became herders. The pastoral life was as 
alien to them as the colonists’ laborious intensive farming 
with oxen and plow. (Not to mention that fact that colo-
nial men, not women, did the farming. The Indians were 
appalled.) There was, however, nothing alien to the Indians 
about trade. They were anxious to buy what the colonials 
had, from beef to baubles (the famous beads); anything 
made of iron, copper, or brass—vessels, tools, iron toma-
hawks; woven woolen blankets (which were far more ser-
viceable than hides); and other textiles. The Indians also 
took tragically to intoxication, craving liquor, usually cheap 
brandy in New France, rum in the English colonies. Most of 
all, Indian braves wanted muskets, which improved hunting 

Scalping
In the 1870s, a crusader for Indian causes, Susette La 
Flesche, told audiences all over the United States that 
scalping—a gory practice that gave her listeners the 
shivers—had been taught the Indians by the English and 
French. Her evidence was the fact that several colonial 
assemblies paid their Indian allies a bounty for each enemy 
scalp they delivered. La Flesche’s contention was revived 
in the 1980s and 1990s when it was fashionable to look on 
Indian-white relationships as all virtuous on one side (the 
Indians’) and all vile on the other (the whites’).

But it was nonsense. Seventeenth-century Europeans had 
a large repertory of gory practices—drawing and quartering 
was a good one—but there is no record of scalping among 
Europeans. There was not even a word for the practice in 
the English, French, and Dutch languages until 1535 when 
Jacques Cartier observed Indians along the St. Lawrence 
River taking their dead enemies’ hair as trophies. 

 agriculture made it impossible for the Indians to survive 
where the English lived. The Indians farmed by borrowing 
fields from the forest; they rudely cultivated the soil for a 
few years, and moved somewhere else. Their fields reverted 
to hunting grounds. The colonials destroyed the forest, 
removing the trees, roots and all, from hundreds of acres. 
When the soil of their farms was depleted, they did not 
move elsewhere. They converted the tired fields into pas-
ture for their horses, cattle, and sheep, who manured and 
revived it, while the settlers converted more forest nearby 
into arable land. Their decisive destruction of the forest 
meant the flight of the game that was vital to Eastern In-
dian survival. “Our fathers had plenty of deer and skins, 
our plains as also our woods, and of turkeys,” a Narrgansett 
sachem said, “but these English . . . , with their scythes cut 
down the grass, and with axes fell the trees; their cows and 
horses eat the grass, and their hogs spoil our clam banks, 
and we shall all be starved.”



and gave them a leg up on old tribal enemies who had no 
fi rearms.

In return for European products, the Indians hunted and 
trapped for the hides of deer and the furs that the colonials 
coveted. The immediate consequence of the fur trade was a 
leap in the Indians’ standard of living. But competition for 
furs between tribes introduced a vicious kind of war that 
had been virtually unknown to the Indians. And in time 
the fur trade resulted in the destruction of the ecology of 
which the Eastern Indians been a part far beyond colonial 
farmlands.

Before the arrival of Europeans, the Woodlands tribes 
killed only the moose, deer, beaver, and other animals for 
which they had an immediate need. Why kill more? Because 
the Indians were few, their needs had a minimal impact on 
the overall animal population. Indeed, their harvests of game 
probably had a healthy effect on wildlife by preventing over-
population and disease.

Europeans could not get too many skins and pelts, how-
ever. The European upper classes coveted the furs of the bea-
ver, otter, marten, and weasel. Inferior furs were chopped and 
pressed to make felt for hats. Leather made from  deerskins 

was superior, for many purposes, to leather made from cattle 
and hogs. In order to buy the goods the Europeans offered, 
the Eastern tribes soon virtually exterminated the deer and 
beaver in hunting grounds that had been adequate to their 
needs for centuries. This forced the tribes that supplied 
the Europeans to expand their operations into the hunting 
grounds of other peoples. Indian warfare, once highly for-
malized and not very bloody by European standards, became 
savage with the extermination of rivals—for the fur trade—
the major object.

Thus, the Dutch in Fort Orange (Albany, New York) first 
bought furs from the Mohicans, an Algonkian tribe. When 
the Mohican hunting grounds were trapped out, the Dutch 
turned to the neighboring Mohawks. Powerful and aggres-
sive, the Mohawks (and their allies in the Iroquois Confed-
eracy) began to range farther in all directions. In 1637, they 
helped New Englanders in their war against the Pequots. 
Between 1643 and 1646, they cooperated with the Dutch in 
nearly destroying the Mohicans and other Algonkian tribes. 
In March 1648, a thousand Mohawk and Seneca warriors—
a number unprecedented in Indian warfare—marched to 
north of the Great Lakes and swooped down on several 
Huron villages. They killed (according to estimates to be 
entertained with caution) 10,000 men, women, and chil-
dren. The next year, below the Great Lakes, Cayugas and 
Senecas destroyed the Eries as a functioning tribe and then 
drove other peoples out of their ancestral homes in western 
Pennsylvania.

King Philip’s War
After a few minor skirmishes with the Massachusetts 
 Indians, the Puritans maintained strained but peaceful rela-
tions with them and with Massasoit’s Wampanoags for forty 
years. Thanks largely to Roger Williams, there was peace 
with the powerful Narragansetts. Indeed, the Narragansetts 
cooperated with a combined Plymouth, Massachusetts, and 
 Connecticut attack on the Pequots in 1637.

The Pequot War was the last significant conflict in 
New England until 1675. In that year, Plymouth hanged 
three Wampanoags for murdering Sassamon, a “praying 
 Indian.” The new Wampanoag chief, Metacomet (whom 
New  Englanders called “King Philip”) was already hos-
tile to the colonials, in part because of a personal insult, 
in part because he understood that the colonials were not 
just another tribe but, with their ever-increasing numbers, 
destroying the Indian way of life. Quietly, he persuaded two 
other chiefs, Pomham of the Nipmucks and Canonchet of 
the  Narragansetts (formerly enemies of the Wampanoags) 
to join the  Wampanoags in a coordinated attack on outly-
ing colonial towns. It was the first pan-Indian (that is, inter-
tribal) attempt to preserve traditional culture and, briefly, it 
was quite successful.

Through most of 1675, the alliance was unstoppable. The 
Indians attacked fifty-two of New England’s ninety towns, 
wiping twelve of them off the map. About 500 soldiers were 
killed and as many as 1,000 other New  Englanders—one in 
35. It was a devastating blow, but King Philip’s alliance was 

A Huron warrior. The Hurons, who lived north of the St. Lawrence 
River (in Canada) befriended the French as soon as they arrived. 
Their choice is understandable: The Hurons badly needed an ally 
against the Iroquois Confederation, which regularly savaged them. 
But the Hurons’ closeness to The French helped to doom them. Their 
numbers were reduced radically by European diseases, especially 
smallpox. A devastating epidemic caused some to abandon the 
Christianity to which the French had converted them. Then, in 
1648, a surprise attack by thousands of Mohawks and Oneidas—the 
army’s size was unheard of in Indian warfare—wiped out nearly all 
the Hurons who were still alive.
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unable to follow up on it. His own warriors ran short of 
provisions, and other tribal leaders began to  quarrel among 
themselves. Most of the “praying Indians” allied with the 
whites. The Mohicans and the remnants of the Pequots 
declared neutrality. The opportunistic and ever-expansive 
Mohawks attacked King Philip’s followers from the rear. 
And the New Englanders regrouped and counter attacked. 
They killed 2,000 to 3,000 Narragansetts, the most power-
ful tribe in southern New England. (The total death toll 
among the natives is unknown.) King Philip was killed, his 
head mounted on a stake in Boston in best  seventeenth-
 century fashion. Canonchet’s head was exhibited in 
 Hartford,  Connecticut.

Mixed Feelings
The aftermath of King Philip’s War dramatized the differ-
ence between white and Indian conceptions of race. The 
Indians were quintessentially tribal: They thought in terms 
of us- versus-them; members of the tribe were in an entirely 
different category of people than all those who were not part 
of the tribe. However, there was no racism in their mind-
set. Captives adopted into the tribe—white prisoners as well 
as Indians born into another tribe—were fully accepted as 
“brothers” and “sisters.” Indeed, tribes that lost population 
because of disease or war raided other tribes and white set-
tlements specifi cally to increase their numbers.

Among the colonists, however, what began as a disdain for 
Indian culture—morals, manners, and religion—the  English 
compared Indians to the long-despised Irish— became 
a contempt based on race. The Indians were “savage” not 
because of a blighted culture that education and conversion 
could overcome, but because they were racially inferior. 
Therefore, all Indians were enemies. After King Philip’s War, 
 Massachusetts banished most of the “praying Indians” (who 
had supported the colonials against King Philip!) to an is-
land; they were “interned” because they were Indians. Only 
four Christian Indian villages were rebuilt.

Not every colonial was what we would call a racist. 
 Benjamin Franklin, the Pennsylvanian who sanctified hard 
work and the squirreling away of money, betrayed a wist-
fulness when he wrote of the Indians: “Having few artificial 
wants, they have abundance of leisure for improvement by 
conversation. Our laborious manner of life, compared with 
theirs, they esteem slavish and base.” To condemn all Indi-
ans for what some did, he said, was like launching a vendetta 
against all people with red hair because a man with red hair 
did one an injury. Whites captured and adopted by Indians 
commonly refused to return to white society when they had 
the chance. However, a Pennsylvanian wrote, “we have no ex-
amples of one of these Aborigines having free choice becom-
ing European.”

That was overstating it. Indians chose European ways only 
to discover that their race still excluded them from white 
society. In general, however, it is striking how few Eastern 
Indians found the ways colonials lived to be appealing. In 
1744, Virginia invited the Iroquois to send six boys to the 
College of William and Mary. The Iroquois replied that they 

had had bad luck with Indian lads educated at New England 
colleges. “When they came back to us, they were bad run-
ners, ignorant of every means of living in the woods, unable 
to bear  either cold or hunger, knew neither how to build a 
cabin, take a deer, or kill an enemy; they were totally good 
for nothing.”

The Iroquois understood that the Virginians meant well: 
“If the gentlemen of Virginia will send us a dozen of their 
sons, we will take great care of their education, instruct them 
in all we know, and make men of them.”

AMERICANS FROM AFRICA
To colonials, the Indians were in the way. They had to be 
cleared from the land, preferably by peaceful means agree-
able to both parties. White colonials looked on America’s 
third race rather differently, particularly in the plantation 
regions of the South. Africans—blacks—most of them from 
West Africa, were highly desirable immigrants as domestic 
servants in the homes of the rich, as extra hands whose labor 
made a small farmer’s life easier, and in gangs on plantations 
where the master’s wealth and social standing were built atop 
their brawn and brains.

Africans were involuntary immigrants; they were brought to 
America against their will. This in itself did not set them apart 
from many poor whites. A sizable minority of British emi-
grants during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were 
forced to go to the colonies, including Scots rebels captured in 
battle. The Africans were not free, but neither were about half 
of European immigrants during their first years in America. 
Nor—at first—were Africans set apart from whites before the 
law. By the 1660s, however, the race of the Africans—the fact 
that they were identifiable as Africans at a glance, made it pos-
sible for the people in charge to reduce them to a lifelong slav-
ery that no white men or women experienced.

Slavery and the English
Enslaved Africans and their descendants had been the back-
bone of the plantation labor force in the West Indies and 
in Portuguese Brazil for a century before the founding of 
Jamestown. So, on the face of it, the planters of Virginia and 
Maryland had an obvious example to which to look to meet 
their need for cheap labor. 

They did not, however, turn to African slavery to bring 
their crops in. The English, unlike the Spanish and Portu-
guese, had no tradition of owning human beings as property. 
Slaves, even serfs, had vanished from English society centu-
ries before the era of colonization. As for Africa, the English, 
again unlike the Spanish and Portuguese, had little experi-
ence of trade or war with the black peoples who occupied the 
continent south of the Sahara.

By the later 1500s, a few English seafarers, notably John 
Hawkins and Francis Drake, were selling blacks in the 
 Caribbean to augment their income but, mostly, they were 
slaves the sea dogs had stolen from Spaniards on one is-
land to sell to Spaniards on another. As late as 1618, when 
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an  African merchant on the Senegal River offered slaves to 
Richard Jobson in payment for English trade goods, Jobson 
replied indignantly that “we were a people who did not deal 
in any such  commodities, neither did wee buy or sell one 
another, or any that had our owne shapes.” The African was 
astonished, telling Jobson that the other white men who 
came to the Senegal wanted nothing but slaves. The English 
captain answered that “they were another kinde of people 
different from us.”

Had this goodly mariner’s principles prevailed, North 
America would have been spared its greatest historical injus-
tice, the enslavement on a grand scale of Africans and their 
descendants.

New Uses for an Old Institution
During the 1600s, the tobacco growers of the Chesapeake 
brought their crops in using mostly fellow Englishmen 
and women bound by law to work for them as indentured 
servants. The institution of indentured servitude was an 
adaptation of the well-established English means of train-
ing boys to be artisans and caring for orphans who were, 
under the law, the responsibility of the parish in which 
they lived.

Thus, if a man wanted his son to learn a skilled trade, to 
be a blacksmith or a baker or a carpenter or a cooper (a man 
who made barrels), he signed a legal agreement called an in-
denture with a master of that craft. The boy was tied to the 
master; he was bound in the law to labor for him for a period 
of years, customarily seven, from age 14 (old enough to work 
a long day) to age 21. In return for the lad’s labor, the master 
agreed to shelter, clothe, and feed his apprentice and to teach 
him the “mysteries” of his craft. An apprentice was not free. 
He was a servant, obligated to obey his master as if the mas-
ter were his father. He was subject to corporal punishment 
if he disobeyed. If he ran away, his master could call on the 
authorities to force his return.

The English also used the institution of indentured 
servitude—bondage to another for a period of years—to 
provide for orphans. Children whose parents died or aban-
doned them were farmed out as menial servants (there 
was no education involved) to families who agreed to bear 
the expense of raising them.  The parish was spared the 
expense of feeding, clothing, and housing orphans; the 
families who took them in got a menial laborer bound 
to them for the cost of meals, clothing, and a corner for 
sleeping.

Apprentices and servants were not slaves; their masters did 
not own them. They had personal rights their masters were 
required to respect. There are many cases of servants who 
proved they were abused and because of the abuse won their 
freedom. The term of their servitude was written down in 
black and white on their indentures. The day arrived when 
the apprentice and the maidservant walked off as free man 
and free woman. While they were servants, however, under 
the Statute of Artificers of 1562, masters had the same broad 
authority over them that parents exercised over their  children 

(which was considerably more authority than the law allows 
natural parents today). 

Indentured Servants
Indentured servitude well suited great planters (and more 
modestly fi xed farmers) who needed laborers in their fi elds. 
Their agents in England recruited impoverished adults and 
adolescents to sign indentures to work in the colonies as ser-
vants for an agreed upon number of years. (Terms varied 
from three to seven years depending on how badly masters 
needed workers.) In return for signing away several years of 
freedom, the servants’ passage across the Atlantic was paid. 
When they were freed, servants were given clothing (usually 
two changes, one for work, one for church), perhaps some 
tools, a little money, sometimes land (50 acres in Maryland, 
less elsewhere).

Not every servant signed indentures voluntarily. English 
courts sentenced convicts to “transportation” to the colo-
nies; that is, they served their sentences as bound servants.  
Crimps kidnapped boys off the streets of seaports and men 
foolish enough to get too drunk too near to the docks when 
a servant ship only half-filled lay at anchor in the harbor. In 

Kidnapped
Our word kidnapped was first used to refer to people 
seized in England and sold as servants in the colonies. In 
a seventeeth-century book, New World of Words, Edward 
Phillips defined kidnappers as “those that make a trade of 
decoying and spiriting away young Children to ship them to 
foreign plantations.” In a dictionary of 1724, Nathan Bailey 
defined the word as “a Person who makes it his Business to 
decoy either Children or young Persons to send them to the 
English plantations in America.”

Seven Years
People ordered into indentured servitude by courts 
were bound for seven years. Seven years was the 
traditional term of apprenticeship and there was a biblical 
justification. Deuteronomy 15:12 said of a servant that “in 
the seventh year thou shalt let him go free from thee.” In 
Genesis 29, Jacob labored seven years for Laban in order 
to win the hand of Laban’s daughter, Rachel. The seven 
years “seemed unto him but a few days, for the love he had 
for her,” which was surely not the way indentured servants 
in the colonies looked upon their term of servitude. They 
would have found more familiar the fact that Laban tricked 
Jacob. He married Jacob to his elder daughter, Leah, who 
was veiled. Jacob had to sign on for another seven years to 
get Rachel.
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A highly romanticized depiction of a village “goose girl.” In reality, tending geese was among the most menial tasks in rural 
England, inevitably assigned to orphan girls many years younger than this young lady and certainly not so tidy and clean 
nor dressed so attractively. Goose girls were bound servants and objects of contempt. They were of the social class from which 
indentured servants dispatched to the colonies were drawn.
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1659, the Venetian ambassador in London saw 1,200 peo-
ple openly rounded up against their will to be shipped to 
 Barbados.

Redemptioners
After 1700, however, British indentured servants were less 
attractive to colonial masters than they had been. Parlia-
ment enacted laws protecting British subjects from the 
worst abuses to which colonial servants were subjected. Law 
 enforcement authorities in England and courts in the col-
onies cracked down on kidnapping. The law required that 
very specifi c terms of servitude be approved by a magistrate 
in Great Britain; indentures not bearing a magistrate’s seal 
were unenforceable in the colonies.

These protections did not, however, extend to Europeans 
(mostly Germans) who were not British subjects. And an in-
stitution had developed among the Germans of Pennsylvania 
that was quickly perverted to provide American farmers with 
a new kind of servant. German families already in Pennsyl-
vania made agreements with shipping companies that if they 
transported their relatives to Philadelphia, they—the Ger-
man-American families—would redeem them upon their ar-
rival by paying the cost of their passage. Thus, the newcom-
ers were called redemptioners.

Shippers soon realized that they could increase their busi-
ness by recruiting impoverished Germans (and Dutch and 
Swiss) who had no relatives in the colonies waiting to redeem 
them. “Spirits” and “soul sellers,” usually men who had been 
in the colonies, persuaded would-be emigrants that they 
could bind themselves to the shipper (on terms far inferior 
to those by which British servants were protected) and, once 
arrived in the colonies, negotiate a term of service with a 
farmer or planter who would then pay their passage. 

It was a dirty business. The cost of a transatlantic cross-
ing after 1700 was as high as £20. The soul sellers lied about 
how long a redemptioner would have to work as a servant to 
make his labor worth £10–£20. To keep costs down, servant 
ships were overcrowded. The holds were “full of pitiful signs 
of distress—smells, fumes, horrors, vomiting, various kinds 
of sea sickness, fever, dysentery, headaches, heat, constipa-
tion, boils, scurvy, cancer, mouth-rot, and similar afflic-
tions.” Mortality was often so high as to sicken even people 
of that harder-hearted age.  In 1720, the Honour left England 
for Annapolis, Maryland, with 61 convicts; 20 survived. The 
Love and Unity left Rotterdam in 1731 with 150 German 
redemptioners aboard; it arrived in Philadelphia with 34. 
In 1741, the Sea Flower sailed out of Belfast with 100 Irish 
passengers; 60 survived. In 1751, the Good Intent ran into 
adverse weather and was at sea for twenty-four weeks. Not a 
single servant who had embarked on a new life in America 
was still alive.

Black Servants
The fi rst Africans in the colonies were servants, albeit with-
out indentures. They arrived in 1619 when a Dutch vessel 
sailed into the Chesapeake Bay and offered about twenty 

“negars” for sale in Jamestown. The Dutch were probably 
privateers who had seized the Africans from a slave trader in 
the Spanish West Indies.  The Netherlands was at war with 
Spain; Dutch commerce raiders had taken up where the sea 
dogs left off. Virginia was in the midst of the tobacco boom, 
and the Africans were snapped up.

Other ships carrying African captives arrived periodically 
in Virginia, but not many. Sugar planters in the West Indies 
paid better prices for slaves, and the tobacco growers do not 
seem to have encouraged the trade. European servants were 
getting the job done. Blacks did not become an important 
part of the labor force in the tobacco colonies for more than 
fifty years. In 1660, African Americans were just 4 percent of 
the population in Virginia and Maryland. New Netherlands, 
still Dutch in 1660, had much a higher proportion of blacks 
in its population, 15 percent.

The first Africans arrived in New Netherlands by 1624. 
They were defined as slaves but, within a few years, some of 
their number successfully petitioned the company that gov-
erned the colony to grant “half freedom” to married males. 
That is, married men were permitted to work for themselves 
part-time and to use the proceeds to purchase their wives’ 
and children’s freedom. 

Even under English rule, slavery was never the onerous 
institution it was in the South.  There was no plantation 
slavery in New York, simply because there were no planta-
tions—no commercial agriculture on a grand scale. Few if 
any New Yorkers owned as many as fifty blacks as late as 
1750, when many Virginians did.  Most slaves in New York 
worked for householders in New York City or were farm-
hands, belonging to small-scale family farmers who owned 
only a few. New York had a higher proportion of white slave 
owners than any colony, 40 percent in New York City and 
adjoining counties in the late 1700s. With the master-slave 
relationship so often intimate, manumission was common 
in the colony.

Until the 1660s, the legal status of black Virginians and 
Marylanders seems to have been identical to the status of 
white servants. If they survived in the disease-ridden region, 
Africans were freed after a term of service comparable to 
what whites served. A few actually enjoyed American suc-
cess stories. One African who arrived in Jamestown in 1619 

Stranger than Fiction
In 1756, Hamet, a Moroccan seaman, was seized by a 
Portuguese captain but, in port, he escaped to a British ship. 
It was a bad choice; the vessel was Carolina-bound where 
there was always a good market for slaves. Hamet was sold 
in Charleston. At a remote plantation 150 miles inland, he 
worked for fifteen years grinding corn for the field hands. 
When his master went bankrupt in 1771, Hamet approached 
the creditors who came to liquidate his property and told 
his story. The creditors (to their credit) were shocked. They 
freed Hamet and helped him find passage to Morocco.
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adopted the name Anthony Johnson and became a prosper-
ous planter with several white servants bound to him. By 
1650, there was a substantial population of free blacks in the 
Chesapeake colonies. There were free blacks among Nathan-
iel Bacon’s rebels.

The Emergence of Slavery
By Bacon’s time, however, social acceptance of blacks, both 
free and in bondage, had largely disappeared. Beginning 
in the 1660s and probably earlier, the legal status of black 
servants in Virginia and Maryland was radically redefi ned. 
They ceased to be indentured servants with the same rights 
as white servants, and were defi ned as the property of their 
masters—slaves serving durante vita, throughout their lives.

The transformation was effected not by the adoption of a 
comprehensive code, but piecemeal; or, at least, we know of it 
only from a scattering of laws and court cases that have sur-
vived. In 1662, Virginia’s House of Burgesses enacted a law 
punishing fornication involving a black and a white more 
severely than fornication by two blacks or two whites was 
punished.  This act may be a reflection of increased racism 
among Virginia’s whites; it applied to free blacks as well as 
servants. Or, it may tell us that black servants were already in 
a bondage different from that of white servants. 

Race was not mentioned when the Burgesses declared that 
“all children born in this country shall be held bond or free 
according to the condition of the mother.” But the law makes 
no sense applied to an infant born to a white servant because 
she and her child would be legally free before the child was 
old enough to work.

In several court rulings punishing runaways, the slave sta-
tus of blacks was obvious. In one instance, a black and a white 
servant ran away together and were captured together. Their 
offenses were identical. However, two years were added to the 
white runaway’s service. The black runaway was flogged. Ob-
viously, he was already a “servant” for life. In a similar case, 
a white runaway was branded, shackled on the leg for a year, 
and ordered to work seven years for the colony. The black 
man, named Emmanuel, suffered the same penalty except 
that no time was added to his bondage.

In 1682, the colony proclaimed that conversion to Chris-
tianity was not grounds for freeing a slave, even if the slave’s 
master wished to do so. Masters who did free their slaves 
were required to transport them out of the colony.

The Role of Race
Why did Virginia and Maryland (and, eventually, all the 
colonies) reduce Africans and their children to the status 
of property? First of all, they realized that they could do so. 
They had become familiar with the fact that Africans in the 
West Indies were chattels, not servants. They traded with 
Barbados, England’s sugar producer since 1627, and Jamaica, 
seized from the Spanish in 1655. Moreover, South Carolina’s 
fi rst settlers came not from Europe but from  Barbados, and 
they brought their slaves and a comprehensive slave code 
with them.

It was, of course, to the economic interest of the Virginia 
and Maryland elite, which made the laws, to force their field-
hands to labor for them their entire lives rather than for three 
or four years. They could not make white servants slaves du-
rante vita. As the king’s subjects, they had certain personal 
rights, and they were aware of them. Africans in bondage had 
no such rights. They were fair game.

Finally, if it was universally assumed that blacks were 
somebody’s slave unless they could prove they were free, 
planters took a giant step toward stabilizing their labor force. 
Runaways were a chronic, nagging problem for tobacco 
planters. Even in the oldest tobacco-growing areas of  Virginia 
and Maryland, the country was mostly woods. Cleared fields 
were mere gaps in the forest. Roads were mere tracks, some 
of them so narrow two horsemen could not pass without jos-
tling one another.

It was not easy for a white servant to make a permanent 
escape, but it was possible. By lying low in the forests by day 
and stealing food and moving by night, they could make it 
to a city like Philadelphia and lose themselves in the crowds 
of strangers. Immigrants known to no one streamed through 
colonial ports daily. The few law enforcement officers could 
not practicably ask every white stranger to prove he was not 
a runaway.

A runaway black, because of his race, stood out in the 
throngs of immigrants. Black strangers were so few that it 
was worth a constable’s time to ask them to show their pa-
pers. An unknown black trudging along a country road 
was immediately suspect. A black woman or man without 
 freedom documents—free blacks, such as seamen, took good 
care of their papers—was assumed to be a runaway slave and 
jailed until his or her master—masters advertised runaways 
and could be contacted—showed up and paid the costs of 
keeping the runaway plus a fee. Such fees were an important 
parts of sheriffs’ income.

But there was more to it than imitation. The Chesapeake’s 
rich tobacco planters, who made the colony’s laws, could re-
classify blacks to their own benefit. It was obviously in their 
interest that their field hands labor for them for life rather 
than for a few years. Enslaving white servants was out of the 
question; their rights as persons were sacrosanct. African ser-
vants, however, had no claim on the “rights of Englishmen.” 
English law and tradition did not protect them.

An increase in the supply of captive Africans after 1700 
encouraged tobacco planters to make the most of them as 
laborers. The English were latecomers in the business of buy-
ing slaves in Africa but, by 1660, English slavers were mak-
ing up for lost time. In 1663, the Crown created the Royal 
African Company to ensure that the big profits to be made 
selling slaves in the colonies went into English rather than 
foreign purses—mercantilism again!

A Better Buy 
Nevertheless, except in South Carolina, white indentured ser-
vants were far more numerous than African slaves until after 
1700. They were the “better buy.” Slaves had to be purchased 



in Africa; white servants were free in Europe. Transportation 
costs from Africa were higher than the costs of the shorter 
voyage from Europe. The asking price of a lifetime worker 
was higher than the price of a white servant who would win 
freedom within a few years. As a rule, a slave cost three times 
as much as a servant of the same age and sex. 

The high mortality rate in the Chesapeake colonies fa-
vored the purchase of white servants. Every new arrival, 
black and white, stood a dismayingly good chance of con-
tracting a fatal disease within a year—smallpox, influenza, 
dysentery, typhoid fever, typhus, malaria, yellow fever. 
Life expectancy for male immigrants to Maryland was 43. 
 Governor Berkeley of Virginia estimated that four out of 
five servants (black and white) died within two years of 
arriving. When durante vita translated as “probably two 
years,” it did not mean very much. It made better financial 
sense for planters to buy the cheaper white servants than 
the expensive black slaves.

After 1700, however, the mortality rate on the Chesapeake 
steadily improved. And planters noticed that Africans were 
more likely to survive yellow fever and malaria, the big kill-
ers, than whites were. (Yellow fever and the most dangerous 
form of malaria, plasmodium, originated in Africa. Blacks 
were more likely to have inherited immunities to them.) 
With everyone living longer and blacks more resistant to 
two of the worst diseases of the country, after 1700, plant-
ers had an incentive to save money on the annual cost of a 
bound laborer rather than on the initial outlay—the pur-
chase price. It now made sense to buy workers who served 
longer and whose offspring were also their mothers’ owners’ 
property.

British laws protecting the rights of British servants—the 
same laws that encouraged the turn toward redemption-

ers in the northern colonies—encouraged the turn toward 
 African slaves in the South. In 1670, there were 20,000 blacks 
in  Virginia, a large majority of them slaves. After 1700, the 
colony’s slave population grew rapidly until, by the time of 
the Revolution, it approached 300,000. By 1720, 67 percent 
of South Carolina’s population was black, almost all were 
slaves. A British officer observed, “They sell the servants here 
as they do their horses, and advertise them as they do their 
beef and oatmeal.”

THE TRANS-ATLANTIC SLAVE
TRADE
Buying and selling slaves was an ancient institution in West 
Africa. Since early in the Middle Ages, Muslim Arabs and 
 Berbers of present-day Morocco and Algeria crossed the 
Sahara in caravans to Timbuctoo, where they purchased 
black Africans, gold, and ivory brought from the south. 
Some caravans paused for a rest in towns near Cape Branco 
( Mauritania) where, in the 1440s, the Portuguese founded 
Arguin, the fi rst European slave trading station in Africa. At 
fi rst, the  Portuguese purchased slaves from the caravaners, but 
they soon realized that they could bypass these middlemen 
and their profi ts by setting up farther south. The  Portuguese 
soon had “slave stations” at regular intervals around the Gulf 
of Guinea, then in Angola, and eventually in East Africa. By 
1600, when the Dutch, French and others began to horn in on 
the Portuguese slave trade, as many as 200,000 West Africans 
had already been torn from their homeland. About 50,000 
were taken to Europe, 25,000 to Portugal’s island colonies in 
the Atlantic, the rest to Brazil and to Spanish colonies in the 
New World.

These captives, tied by their necks in a village in 
the West African interior, were fated to be slaves 
somewhere in the Americas, if they survived the 
deadly march to the coast and the trans-Atlantic 
voyage. Contrary to a widespread assumption, almost 
all Africans bound for American slavery were made 
captive not by Europeans but by other Africans. The 
economy of some powerful tribes was based on the 
seizure of others for delivery to Europeans on the coast.
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Dutch and French slave traders sometimes built their 
own coastal forts, sometimes seized slave stations from the 
overextended Portuguese. Then came the English and, soon 
enough, Swedes, Danes, German Brandenburgers, and a few 
American colonials, notably from Newport, Rhode Island, 
a city that was built on the profits from the African slave 
trade.

A Collaborative Enterprise
Some whites ventured up the rivers of West Africa and seized 
or “panyared” villagers themselves. An English trader ex-
plained: “In the night we broke into the villages and,  rushing 
into the huts of the inhabitants, seized men, women, and 
children promiscuously.” But such expeditions were rare; 
they were too dangerous. Europeans died in great numbers 
from tropical diseases and native African slave stealers, who 
held the power in the interior, did not take kindly to whites 
competing at their end of the business.

So, the slave trade was a collaboration between African sup-
pliers and white buyers with, in some areas, people of mixed 

blood (lançado in Portugese, tapoeijers in Dutch, mulattos to 
the English) acting as brokers. The African slave trade was 
never race versus race; it was a multiracial business.

Tribal kings and lesser chiefs sold off their criminals, both 
garden variety troublemakers and ugly hardened criminals, 
and prisoners they had taken in war. As the European demand 
for slaves grew—and it was insatiable during the 1700s— 
 aggressive peoples like the Mandingos, Wolofs, Yoruba, and, 
later, the Ashanti sent raiding parties far inland for the pur-
pose of capturing merchandise. The economy and power of 
the great Ashanti Confederation were founded on the com-
merce in slaves. By 1750, King Tegbesu of Dahomey annually 
pocketed £250,000 selling slaves destined for the Americas.

Captives were marched to the coast in coffles (tied or 
chained together neck to neck) or by boat down the great 
rivers of West Africa: the Senegal, Gambia, Volta, Niger, and 
Congo. The major dealers sold them immediately, often 
through lançado middlemen, at European forts where they 
were held in stockades or dungeons until a ship arrived. Free-
lance slave traders, who had no access to the stations, literally 
cruised the shoreline looking for slaves for sale. 

MAP 5:2 The Atlantic Slave Trade. Slavery looms large in American history, but in the context of the Western Hemisphere, the 
colonies and, later, the United States were minor players in the African slave trade. Even the tiny Dutch sugar islands of the West 
Indies imported more Africans than colonial Americans did. Slaves producing sugar were worked so hard they did not reproduce. 
Sugar planters constantly imported new workers to replace those who died. In the mainland colonies, African Americans had 
children at a normal rate.



Unknown numbers died between capture and the day 
they were put aboard ship. Slaves in coffles who faltered, 
delaying the march, were routinely killed or abandoned. 
The ocean crossing, called the “middle passage,” was 
deadlier than the overland march. Rather than providing 
the most healthful conditions possible for their human 
cargos to keep mortality low, the Atlantic slave traders 
crammed as many as they could in the hold “like herrings 
in a barrel.”

A Deadly Business
The Atlantic slave trade was drenched in death. It is the ulti-
mate testimony to human greed and, in the case of the crews 
of ships, of desperation that so many people were engaged 
in it for so long. The number of Africans who died in the 
coffl es cannot be estimated. Four of fi ve Europeans posted to 
coastal slave stations were buried there. If only one in twenty 
slaves crossing the Atlantic died aboard ship, the voyage was 
celebrated as a success. If one slave in fi ve on the Middle Pas-
sage died—high mortality but far from unknown—there was 
still a big profi t. A slave for whom a lançado charged £5–£10 
sold in the New World for £25 and more. In 1779, the mas-
ter of the Hawke spent £3000 in West Africa for nearly 400 
slaves; the survivors sold in the colonies for 17,000. Only as 
the eighteenth century progressed did mortality on the Mid-
dle Passage decline. Proportionally, more crewmen on slavers 
died than the slaves they carried. One seaman in fi ve sailing 
the Middle Passage failed to complete the voyage compared 
to 1 in 100 sailors on North Atlantic crossings.

Africans did not die because the slave ships were sailed by 
sadists (although some surely were). Transporting slaves was 
a business and it was calculated early on in the trade that 
it was more profitable to pack captives in and absorb large 
losses caused by the greater filth and disease than it was to 
provide the slaves with enough room that they could live 
with a minimum of decency. Indeed, the mortality rate on 
the European servant ships, which were also packed solid, 
was as high as on the Middle Passage. 

West African Roots
Only a small proportion of the Africans torn from their 
homelands were destined for the North American colo-
nies. Excluding the uncountable numbers of black 
 Africans marched across the Sahara to be sold in Muslim 
lands, as many as 10 million Africans were enslaved over 
400 years. By far the largest part of them—those who sur-
vived— became Brazilians, 3.6 million. About 1.6 million 
ended up in Spanish colonies, approximately the same 
number in the French Caribbean (especially Haiti) and on 
Britain’s West Indian islands. The North American colo-
nies were a minor market. One historian has identified 
1,222 voyages from Africa’s Gold Coast to British colonies 
between 1650 and 1807. More than half went to Jamaica, 
almost 20 percent to Barbados, and just 10.8 percent to 
the mainland colonies.

The Gold Coast was one region of the Gulf of Guinea coast; 
others were called the Slave Coast and the Ivory Coast. (They 
are now the nations of Gambia, Senegal, Guineau, Liberia, 
Sierra Leone, Ivory Coast, Ghana, Togo, Benin, and Nigeria.) 
Toward the end of the colonial period and after the United 
States gained its independence, increasing numbers of Ango-
lans (from what is now the Congo as well as Angola), many of 
them warriors captured in the region’s unending tribal wars, 
were imported. So, most African Americans today (who are 
not recent immigrants) have West African roots.

Linguistically, most slave ships were Babels. Ships’ captains 
deliberately purchased slaves from as many language groups 

An advertisement for an auction of enslaved Africans in 
Charleston, South Carolina, the most important mainland 
destination for Atlantic slave traders. This slave auction was 
atypical in one respect: The wretches to be sold appear to have 
been brought directly from Africa. Most Africans imported into 
the mainland colonies spent some time in the West Indies—
Barbados or Jamaica—even if just long enough to “season” 
them before the short voyage to North America. The origin of 
these slaves in Sierra Leone—they were probably purchased 
at Sherbro Island—was a big selling point in South Carolina. 
Slaves from that part of West Africa were skilled rice growers.
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as were available so that few could understand one another. 
The idea was to minimize the threat of mutiny.  There were 
plenty of uprisings, but most of the successful mutinies oc-
curred within sight of the African coast. Slaves on the high 
seas sometimes succeeded in capturing the ship, but if they 
killed all the seamen, the rebels discovered they did not know 
how to sail the ships and they died of hunger or thirst. Slave 
traders sometimes returned to port with tales of finding 
ships adrift, their decks littered with corpses.

Relatively few Africans destined to be sold in North  America 
were transported directly from Africa. A glance at a map 

reveals why. Every week at sea increased the death toll. Be-
cause most slave traders rode the same favorable westerly 
winds Columbus had followed from the Canary Islands, their 
first landfall was in the West Indies. Even when the cargo 
was destined for Virginia or South Carolina, prudent slaver 
captains paused at a West Indian island to refit their vessels, 
replenish water and stores, and to put the slaves ashore for 
“seasoning.”

Seasoning had little to do with adjusting to a new  climate. 
West Africa and the West Indies were tropical; the climate of 
the colonies was more benign than either. Seasoning meant 

SLAVE STATIONS

European “slave stations” in West Africa were both forts 
and places of business. Some, including the first, Arguin, an 
octagonal structure built by the Portuguese on Cape Blanco 
in the 1440s, were constructed of stone brought from 
 Portugal as ballast. Elmina on the Gold Coast (Ghana), 
also Portuguese built but seized by the Dutch in 1637, was, 
according to a French visitor, “justly famous for beauty and 
strength.” The walls of other stations were pounded earth, 
built by slaves. (Some slave stations, including Elmina be-
tween 1480 and 1520, actually imported slaves from else-
where in West Africa for such construction projects.)

Mainland stations, usually built at the mouths of riv-
ers, were walled to protect the European merchants within 
from both Africans and Europeans of different nations. 
The slave trade was as competitive a business as it was ugly.  
A weakly defended station was an invitation to Africans to 
seize the slaves there for sale elsewhere, and the gold, ivory, 
and European trade goods that were also stored there.

The stations’ cannon were usually trained on the sea. 
Europeans of other nations in ships were a greater threat 
than native Africans, the most powerful of whom were 
trading partners and friendly: the Mandingos at Goreé, the 
Yoruba at Whydah, the Wolofs at Fort James. But the 
often undermanned stations were vulnerable to well-
armed ships; several slave stations changed owners several 
times. Arguin was Spanish between 1580 and 1638 when 
the French seized it. Brandenburgers (Prussian Germans) 
took it over at the end of the century. The Dutch bought 
Arguin from the Portuguese in 1721, only to lose it to the 
French. Cabo Corso, built by Swedes in 1655, fell to the 
Dutch, the Danes, and the English in just ten years.

The most desirable location for a slave station was an is-
land off the coast. Island forts were healthier than stations 
on the mainland. The Portuguese, the first Europeans in the 
slave trade, had and held São Tomé and Principe, strategi-
cally located midway between the Slave Coast and Angola, 
the two most important sources of enslaved Africans.

São Tomé and Principe were described by visitors as 
“stunningly beautiful.” Life at Goreé, the preferred market 
for slave traders out of Newport, Rhode Island, was said to 
be “pleasant.” It is difficult to understand how those adjec-
tives occurred to anyone. The forts were places of horror, 
routine brutality, filth, disease, and death. Courtyards were 
filled with slaves tied to posts and penned in stockades while 
their captors waited for buyers. In the stone forts, slaves 
were packed into pitch-black dungeons. They died whole-
sale, as did the European merchants and soldiers posted to 
the forts: Their mortality rate reached 80 percent. 

Because of the Europeans’ susceptibility to tropical dis-
eases, most “middle managers” at the stations—who negoti-
ated directly with African suppliers—were people of mixed 
blood, mostly Portuguese-African lançados. The Portuguese 
had been in West Africa for more than two centuries by 
1700; the lançado population was large. Not quite accepted 
by either Portuguese or Africans, they carved a niche for 
themselves as go-betweens. On the Guinea Coast, lançados
dominated the slave trade for almost a century.

Stations had churches within the walls, Roman Catholic in 
the Portuguese and French forts, Protestant in the others, but 
there was little missionary work, particularly in the Catholic 
stations. Catholics were forbidden to enslave other Catholics. 
This prohibition worked to the advantage of the lançado, who 
were Catholic, but it meant nothing to Protestant Dutch and 
English slavers. The leaders of the Stono Rebellion in South 
Carolina claimed to be Catholics, and many of the first Afri-
cans in New Amsterdam had Portugese names.

Besides religious services, the only relief for Europeans 
from their ugly business (and the fact that their chances 
of seeing Europe again were one in five) was alcohol. So, 
the slave trading companies poured generously. Ships that 
came to carry slaves to the Americas brought immense 
quantities of cheap wine and liquors. Some was for 
trade, of course, but much of it was for their employees’ 
rest and relaxation.

How They Lived
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MAP 5:3 West African Slave Stations. This map shows only 
the most important and longest lasting slave stations from 
which most of the Africans taken to the Americas were sold and 
shipped. There were many others; at one time, on a 12-mile 
stretch of the Guinea Coast (the mainland opposite Sherbro 
Island) there were five forts representing five European nations. 
On the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana), freelancer slave catchers 
held their captives on beaches and, like hucksters at a modern 
tourist resort, hailed passing ships. Some “independents” 
maintained permanent headquarters. Betsy Heard, an English 
woman married to an African, ran a major operation for several 
years (and was famous for her ruthlessness).

recovering from the ordeal of the crossing: rest, fresh air, 
and a few weeks of decent food. With healthier merchan-
dise to sell, slavers then proceeded to Savannah, Charleston, 
the Chesapeake, or a northern port. Most American slave 

 traders—during the 1700s, some 900 ships from Newport, 
Rhode Island engaged in the trade—never laid eyes on  Africa. 
They carried grain and livestock to the West Indies and traded 
their cargos for slaves recently brought across the Atlantic.
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Contest for a 
Continent
French America and 
British America 1608–1763

This country has twice the population of New France, but the people there are 
astonishingly cowardly, completely undisciplined, and without any experience 
in war. . . . It is not at all like that in Canada. The Canadians are brave, much 
inured to war, and untiring in travel. Two thousand of them will at all times 
and in all places thrash the people of New England.

—French Officer, Troupes de la Marine

A perfidious enemy, who have dared to exasperate you by their cruelties, but 
not to oppose you on equal ground, are now constrained to face you....A few 
regular troops from old France, . . . those numerous companies of Canadians, 
insolent, mutinous, unsteady, and ill-disciplined. . . . As for those savage tribes 
of Indians, whose horrid yells in the forest have struck many a bold heart with 
affright, terrible as they are with a tomahawk and scalping-knife to a flying and 
prostrate foe, you have experienced how little their ferocity is to be dreaded by 
resolute men upon fair and open ground . . . .

I have led you up these steep and dangerous rocks . . . and, believe me, my friends, 
if your conquest could be bought with the blood of your general, he would most 
cheerfully resign a life which he has long devoted to his country.

—General James Wolfe to his troops before Quebec

I
n 1603, a remarkable French soldier and seafarer, 
 Samuel de Champlain, sailed to North America 
searching for the Northwest Passage to the Indies that 
Europeans were positive existed. Champlain also had 
colonization in mind. He explored Acadia (now Nova 

Scotia) and the massive St. Lawrence River to above the site 
of present-day Montreal. On a second voyage in 1605, he left 
a few men on the western shore of Acadia to lay the founda-
tions of Port Royal. But New France, as he named Canada (an 
Indian word) had its real beginnings in 1608, a few months 
after Jamestown was founded. In that year, Champlain’s 
men started to build Quebec (an Algonkian word mean-

ing “the narrows”) on a steep cliff on the north bank of the 
St. Lawrence. It was during this expedition that Champlain 
introduced the Mohawks to the power of firearms on Lake 
Champlain.

NEW FRANCE AND LOUISIANA
French ambitions for their North American colony were 
similar to those of the English. In two respects they were 
more successful than the English. They established a more 
lucrative trade in furs with the Indians, and they were far 
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92 Chapter 6 Contest for a Continent

more successful in converting the natives to Christianity. 
French hopes of fi nding an easy, mostly water route to East 
Asia were, however, doomed to disappointment.

Not Enough People
The fatal failure of the French was their inability to populate 
New France. By 1640, English men and women were crossing 
the Atlantic in droves. French men and women were not. Be-
tween 1630 and 1640, 30,000 Puritans emigrated to just one 
English colony, Massachusetts. During Quebec’s fi rst thirty 
years, just 300 emigrants settled along the St. Lawrence and 
stayed.

It was not that the French masses led such enviable lives. 
They did not. The problem was that the climate and soil of 
New France were unappealing to peasants who owned even 
tiny patches of “sweet France.” Canada’s growing season was 
shorter than New England’s; winters were colder; the soil 
at least as stony. Two-thirds of those who tried to farm in 
New France gave up and returned home where their horror 
stories fed the anti-Canadian prejudice. Strikingly—for four 
 Europeans in five were farmers—a high proportion of those 
who stayed in Canada came from cities and towns.

The French kings could have populated Canada with re-
ligious dissenters as the English King had. France had its 
troublesome dissenters, too: Calvinist Protestants similar to 
the  Puritans called Huguenots. In areas where they were nu-
merous, zealous Huguenots bullied Catholics, burned their 
churches, and cocked a snoot at the monarchy. Over most of 
France, however, the Huguenots were a minority and them-
selves victims of persecution. 

Many Huguenots were willing, even anxious to move 
abroad. The failed French colonies of the 1500s in  Carolina 
and Florida were Huguenot projects. The population of 
Champlain’s Port Royal was mostly Huguenot. 

But the king forbade any but Catholics in New France. 
Better to prevent the export of France’s religious problems 
than to ease them at home by reducing the Huguenot popu-
lation. After 1685, when the Huguenots lost the limited toler-
ation they had enjoyed in France, they left the country by the 

tens of thousands. But they went not to Canada. They fled to 
 Holland, England—and to the English colonies! They proved 
to be valuable colonists: A few were quite wealthy; many oth-
ers were solidly middle class, skilled, energetic, and industri-
ous. They would have been an animating yeast among the 
peasant and military population of New France.

Encouraging Settlement
Louis XIV, king for seventy years, tried to induce French 
Catholics to go to Canada. The bondage of indentured ser-
vants was legally limited to three years, the shortest term ser-
vants in the English colonies could hope for. When they were 
freed, servants in Canada were granted land and other ben-
efi ts far more generous than the “freedom dues” the English 
colonies offered. 

When positive inducements failed, Louis pressured his 
subjects to emigrate. Entire villages in impoverished  Brittany 
were shipped to Quebec on the flimsiest of justifications. 
Soldiers posted in Canada were commanded to remain as 
civilians when the army discharged them. Orphan girls and 
the daughters of peasants who got into trouble with the tax 
collector were loaded aboard ships to provide wives for Can-
ada’s bachelors. The king forbade the conscription of prosti-
tutes for removal to Canada but, in practice, filles du roi (“the 
king’s daughters”) were sometimes rounded up in Paris and 
French seaports and dispatched in “whore ships.”

Savages
The Spanish, Portugese, English, Dutch, Swedes, Danes—
every European people with colonies in the Americans—
called the native inhabitants Indians—except the French. 
They had the word, les Indes. But in New France, natives, 
both friends and enemies, were les sauvages, the savages. 
In French, the word is not complimentary, but neither is it as 
derogatory as it is in English.

1680 1700 1720 1740 1760

Colonial Wars 1688–1763

1689–1697 King William’s War

1713–1739 “The Long Peace”

1732 Georgia chartered to defend South Carolina

King George’s War  1744–1748

French and Indian War  1754–1763

New Englanders capture Louisbourg  1745

1702–1713 Queen Anne’s War

British capture Quebec  1759

Peace of Paris: British keep Canada  1763



These policies helped but only a little. New France simply 
would not grow. By 1713, after a century of French pres-
ence, the French population in all of North America was 
25,000, about the same number of Europeans as lived in 
the single English colony of Pennsylvania, which was only 
30 years old. 

Indian Friends
The French had their share of Indian troubles. After thirty 
years of bullying by Hurons armed with French muskets, the 
Iroquois Confederacy of New York had its revenge, killing 
Hurons by the thousands. In 1683, the Iroquois soundly de-
feated professional French troops in battle and came within 
an ace of overrunning Quebec. French fur trappers so feared 
the Iroquois that they detoured hundreds of miles around 
the Confederation’s stamping ground. Better to add months 
of arduous travel to an expedition than to risk the agonies 
of Iroquois torture. As late as 1684, the Algonquins (a Cana-
dian tribe), the fi rst friends of the French in 1608 and their 
next door neighbors for seventy-fi ve years, erupted in fury at 
French mistreatment and killed thirty settlers.

In general, however, the French had far better relations with 
Indians than the English did. Their numbers were too few to 
threaten the tribes with inundation as the English did. Farm-
ing was feasible in New France only in a narrow belt along 
the St. Lawrence; agriculture did not expand constantly into 
Indian hunting grounds as it did in New England and in the 
South. The fur trade, into which Indians plunged enthusias-
tically, for it provided them with the European goods they 
coveted, was virtually the whole of New France’s economy. 

While the English colonials remained aloof and apart 
from Indians on racial grounds, the governors of New France 
encouraged intermarriage. “Our sons shall wed your daugh-
ters,” Champlain said, “and we shall be but one people.” With 
French women in short supply, intermarriage was common. 
Their children, the métis (half-bloods), suffered few disabili-
ties under French rule. The French won friendship, respect, 
and loyalty from the tribes with which they dealt while, at 
their best, Anglo-Indian relations were characterized by 
 suspicion. 

New England ministers who devoted their lives to Indians 
can be counted on the fingers of one hand. (There were fewer 
in the southern colonies.) The French flooded New France 
with priests whose assignment was to baptize and educate 
les sauvages. Ursuline nuns operated schools for Indian girls, 
whom they converted to Roman Catholicism. When the 
graduates returned to their villages as wives, they were them-
selves effective missionaries. 

Most of the priests in New France were Jesuits, members 
of the Society of Jesus. Jesuits were the Roman Church’s 
elite—spiritual shock troops. They were well educated, 
 disciplined, and dedicated to spreading their religion; they 
were ready, even eager, to die for it. They learned the lan-
guage of every tribe they targeted for conversion and lived 
among them. Unlike New England’s ministers, they took no 
interest in changing anything in the Indians’ culture except 
their religion. Unlike John Eliot in Massachusetts, the  Jesuits 
saw nothing ungodly in wearing breechcloths, tattooing 
faces, sitting on the ground, or slathering on bear’s grease 
to ward off mosquitos. They were even indulgent of Indian 

The Jesuit priests of New France were zealously dedicated 
to converting the Indians to Roman Catholicism. Some 
would say they were fanatical. When the Mohawks 
tortured and killed Jesuits during the 1640s, the religious 
order was swamped by dozens of Jesuits begging to go to 
New France in their place. They wanted to be martyrs. 
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Slaves in Canada
The French in Louisiana owned slaves. There were some 
Indian slaves in Canada despite the fact that the pope 
and King Louis XIV forbade the practice. Indian slavery 
was forced on the Canadians by Indian custom. Enslaving 
captives taken in war was a well-established practice. So, 
the Indian allies of the French presented some of them as 
gifts. To have insulted their allies’ generosity by freeing the 
captives and providing a free lecture was not the French (or 
the Jesuit) way. So the French shrugged, made sure the king 
and the pope were not around, and put their slaves to work.

Their allies gave the French white captives too. They were 
not enslaved but held as hostages, exchanged for French the 
Americans had captured.
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practices that they believed immoral on the principle: better 
a baptized sinner who could repent, than a sinner doomed to 
hell because he was outside the Church.

Jesuit missionaries were a success story. When hostilities 
between New France and the Iroquois nations were ended 
after 1700, the Jesuits made more converts in the Confed-
eracy in a decade than the English colonials had in half a 
century.

Intrepid Explorers
Good relations with Indians made it possible for the French 
to become the most accomplished explorers in North 
 America. Trappers, traders, and priests plunged deep into the 
forests around the Great Lakes while the much more numer-
ous English huddled close to the ocean. Unlike the English, 
clinging tenaciously to their European culture, French cou-
reurs de bois, young men building up a nest-egg by trapping 
before settling down with their Indian wives, adopted Indian 
garb and Indian ways of surviving in the wilderness. When a 
party led by the governor of Virginia reached the crest of the 
Appalachians, the men celebrated by covering a table with 
pressed linen and setting it with china, silver, and  crystalware. 
 Coureurs de bois were already exploring the Missouri River 

700 miles farther west. At dinnertime, they hunkered in the 
dirt with their Indian companions, roasted a slab of venison, 
and ate it with their hands.

French explorers charted what is now the central third 
of the United States, from the Appalachian ridges to within 
sight of the Rockies. In 1673—a decade before William Penn 
arrived in Pennsylvania—Louis Joliet, a tough but edu-
cated trapper, and Jacques Marquette, a Jesuit priest, crossed 
 Wisconsin to the Mississippi River and, with Indian com-
panions, paddled canoes to the mouth of the Arkansas River. 
They turned back only because local Indians told them of 
white people farther south whom Marquette and Joliet cor-
rectly reckoned to be Spaniards who would imprison them. 
They clocked 2,500 miles in four months, informing Quebec 
that the Mississippi River of rumor did indeed exist and that 
it flowed into the Gulf of Mexico. (The great river was not 
discovered from the Gulf because, in its delta, it broke up 
into dozens of unimpressive streams.)

In 1682—half a century before the founding of Georgia—
Robert Cavelier, the Sieur de La Salle, reached the mouth of 
the great river. In 1699, Pierre le Moyne, the Sieur d’Iberville, 
founded New Orleans. To put the Spanish in Florida on no-
tice that France was on the Gulf of Mexico to stay (in its sec-
ond American province, Louisiana), the French established 
Biloxi and Mobile, which had the best harbor on the Gulf.

French America—New France and Louisiana—was a 
sprawling flimsy empire. Once beyond Quebec city and 
smaller Montreal, French America was, like Portugal’s com-
mercial empire, a string of isolated, more-or-less fortified 
trading posts at long intervals along the Great Lakes and 
the Mississippi River. Kaskaskia and Cahokia in the Illinois 
country and St. Louis, where the Missouri River meets the 
Mississippi, were dots on a map, manned by only a few trad-
ers and soldiers. Portugal’s dots had been connected by seas 
and ships, French America’s by lakes, rivers, creeks, portages, 
and freight-carrying canoes up to 40 feet long.

Imperial Standoff
The Dutch, English, and French had picked apart the over-
extended Portugese empire, fort by fort, until only remnants 
remained. New France, with its modest population base, was 
overextended too, but it remained intact for more than fi fty 
years thanks to Indian allies, highly professional military gar-
risons, and the English colonists’ preoccupation with their 
own development. The English and the French skirmished, 
but mostly through Indian proxies. The Iroquois destroyed 
a small French town not far from Montreal; the Abenakis, 
French allies, attacked Pemaquid (now Bristol) and other 
towns on the coast of Maine.

Louisiana’s security was, on the face of it, more precarious. 
Spain, also France’s longtime rival, had pushed from Mexico 
to what is now the Texas-Louisiana border, within striking 
distance of New Orleans. Pensacola, in Florida, threatened 
Mobile and Biloxi from the east. But the Spanish were also 
overextended. When, in 1693, mission Indians in Texas were 
hit by an outbreak of smallpox and (correctly) blamed it 
on the Spanish, the friars packed up and fled rather than be 

In 1673, a French priest living in what is now Michigan, Jacques 
Marquette, and Louis Joliet, a coureur de bois who was educated, led 
the greatest expedition devoted to discovery since Coronado’s. The 
small party covered 2,500 miles in four months. Marquette was taken 
seriously ill on the return trip and died a short time later at age 38. 
Joliet was named Royal Hydographer and lived on a large land grant 
in Quebec until 1700. (Marquette’s and Joliet’s canoes were three times 
the size of the canoe pictured here, which would not suffice for much 
more than a Sunday paddle.)
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killed as priests in New Mexico had been. Spain’s hold on 
northern Florida was firmer, but there too, disease reduced 
their once numerous Temucuan allies to a fraction of their 
original numbers. 

Moreover, Spanish Florida faced another enemy to the 
north, South Carolina. In 1688, South Carolinians destroyed 
the Spanish mission at Guale, in present-day Georgia. The 
same year, the undeclared little wars in North America were 
absorbed into a big war formally declared in Europe (with 
England and Spain allies). With one brief interruption, the 
colonies—some of them, some of the time—battled the 
French for twenty-four years.

A CENTURY OF CONFLICT
In 1688, an alliance led by the Dutch king of England, Wil-
liam III, went to war with France. The issues were control of 
the Rhineland and the security of the Netherlands. Neither 
meant much to colonial Americans. They called the confl ict 
“King William’s War” as if to say that the European War of the 
League of Augsburg was the king’s personal project (which it 
was). Nevertheless, the New England colonies seized on the 
declaration of war to resolve their grievances with French 
Canada: commerce raiders sallying out of Port Royal to ha-
rass New England fi shermen and seize colonial merchant 
ships; and the French practice of arming the Indians on the 
New England frontier with iron tomahawks and muskets.

Between 1688 and 1763, there were four major European 
wars pitting France against Great Britain. Colonials never took 
more than an academic interest in the issues at stake in Europe. 
Their concerns were French threats to commerce on the seas 
and the cooperation between New France and almost every 
Eastern Woodlands tribe from Maine to the Ohio River.

Indeed, it is more accurate to see the colonies’ four wars on 
land between 1688 and 1763 as wars with the Indians with 
the French in a supporting role. French support of the Indi-
ans was critical; they supplied the modern arms. For seventy 
years, however, Indian warriors were more numerous than 
their French allies in all but a few engagements with colonials 
and the British army.

European War
The nature of European warfare was changing in basic ways 
at the end of the 1600s. Previously, in the wars of religion in 
the 1500s, in the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648), and in Oliver 
Cromwell’s ravaging of Ireland in the 1650s,  European  warfare 
plumbed unprecedented depths of cruelty toward anyone 
who fell in the way of largely mercenary soldiers. Rootless 
thugs who fought for the highest bidder pillaged cities and 
the hovels of peasants, raped women and girls, and murdered 
for sport. Even the princes who hired the mercenaries re-
coiled in disgust. During the Thirty Years War, a Dutch jurist, 
Hugo Grotius, published De Jure Belli et Pacis (On the Law of 
War and Peace) in which, among other things, he called on 
rulers to protect ordinary people from their armies. By 1700, 
Europe’s major military powers—France, Spain, Austria, 
Prussia, Britain—were bringing soldiers under the control of 
offi cers loyal not to money but to their prince. Armies were 
professionalized; warfare was “civilized.”

Soldiers were recruited from among the poor into stand-
ing armies commanded and disciplined by professionally 
trained officers. In order to reduce foraging among the peas-
antry, as mercenary armies did, governments created supply 
units specializing in providing quarters for armies and (when 
things were going according to plan) a steady supply of food 
and forage for horses and oxen. And clothing: The military 
uniform became standard in European armies.

During the eighteenth century, opposing 
infantries formed three lines and advanced 
in order in open country toward the enemy. 
Typically on the order of a junior officer, 
the formation halted. Again on order, the 
men in the first line fired simultaneously. 
The soldiers in the second and third lines 
immediately stepped between those men 
whence the first line of soldiers, now in 
the rear, reloaded their muskets. and so 
on. Well-drilled soldiers could reload in 
less than a minute so that, as long as the 
army did not disintegrate in a panic, it 
maintained a continuous series of volleys. 
The battle line that held together longer 
was victorious. With sabers and lances,  
cavalrymen galloped after the enemy foot 
soldiers who had broken and run.
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An innovation in weaponry helped to advance the devel-
opment of professional armies. Muskets with an attachable 
bayonet replaced pikes and swords as the foot soldier’s stan-
dard armament. To make the most of musket fire, armies 
formed lines and fired volleys rather than, like mercenaries, 
advancing in “a brute mass” and fighting in a melee, a seeth-
ing mass of face-to-face, one-on-one hacking, stabbing, and 
slashing. The new style of warfare required long, intensive 
training. Soldiers had to be taught to march to a batttlefield 
in close formation and then, in unison in intricate maneu-
vers, to deploy into a line of battle. They had to be trained 
to shoot and reload their muskets in unison and quickly ac-
cording to a “manual of arms.” Reloading was a complicated 
procedure of twelve or more steps:

 Stand straight, head right, shoulders square, stomach in, 
chest out, heels close, toes turned out a little
 Holding the weapon: on the left shoulder, forefinger and 
thumb to the side of the stock, the other three holding the 
butt
Timing: each motion to be done on a count of “one, two”

And so on. Mastering these skills meant months of exhaust-
ing practice: drill, drill, drill—and no-nonsense discipline.

Training and maintaining a professional army was expen-
sive. So the rulers who footed the bills made it clear to their 
officers that they were not to waste the lives of soldiers in 
whom so much money was invested. Generals were to do 
battle only when, by maneuvering into a superior position, 
the odds of victory were stacked in their favor. Generals who 
found their army outmaneuvered and facing defeat were to 
retreat in an orderly fashion and “live to fight another day.” 

The maxims of war, wrote the English novelist Daniel 
Defoe, were “never fight without a manifest advantage, and 
always encamp so as not to be forced to it.” He added sar-
castically that armies “spend a whole campaign in dodging, 
or, as it is genteely called, observing one another, and then 
march off into winter quarters.”

Which, often enough, was the truth. But the new profes-
sional warfare minimized casualties and almost—if never 
entirely—ended the indiscriminate slaughter of non-
 combatants. During the Thirty Years War, 3 to 4 million of 
Germany’s 20 million people were killed. By comparison, 
Europe’s new kind of warfare was civilized indeed.

“The American Style”
The new warfare made little impression on Americans. Very 
few trained British soldiers were stationed in the colonies. 
The French army in Canada was larger, but it stayed close 
to the cities of Quebec, Montreal, and Trois Rivieres. Before 
1688, its job was to maintain order within the colony, not to 
fi ght foreign enemies.

Colonial militias, part-time soldiers called up in emer-
gencies—always Indian troubles—underwent virtually no 
training. Farmers and tradesmen commanded by self-styled 
 gentlemen, they had long since adopted Indian ways of com-
bat: ambush and surprise raids, doing battle not as a unit 
in formation, but shooting—individually—from behind 

boulders, trees, or whatever other shelter the terrain af-
forded. French and British officers called ambush and raid 
the “American style of war.” Most were contemptuous of it 
as cowardly. Indians and colonials “crept on their bellies,” the 
antithesis of the disciplined European march. Like the Indi-
ans, they were “bellicose individuals” in battle, incapable of 
disciplined maneuvering.

Nonetheless, both French and British had little choice but 
to tolerate and even embrace warfare Indian style. French of-
ficers accompanied their Indian allies on sneak attacks on 
outlying New England towns of no military value, slaughter-
ing the men, making captives of the women and children. 
The French called these raids petite guerre, “little war.” Pierre 
de Rigaud de Vaudrouil argued in favor of it because it was 
war on the cheap and, by throwing the British frontier into 
a panic, petite guerre saddled the colonials with the burden 
of providing for thousands of refugees. Best of all, Vaudrouil 
pointed out, the only way the British could defend against 
Indians raiding at random was to build a line of forts, a proj-
ect that was much too expensive for penny-pinching colonial 
assemblies. Every regiment assigned to garrison forts in the 
forest was a regiment unavailable to attack Louisbourg and 
Quebec. 

The British and colonials were quite as nasty. Colonial mi-
litias adopted the grisly practice of scalping those they killed. 
The assemblies of several colonies paid bounties for scalps, 
and not just the scalps of enemy warriors. During Queen 
Anne’s War (1702–1713), Massachusetts paid £40 for every 
Abenaki scalp that was turned in. During King George’s War 
(1744–1748), the bounty was raised to £105 for the scalp of 
an Indian male older than 12—and, so much for decency 
toward noncombatants—£50 each for the scalps of women 
and children. In 1756, Pennsylvania paid 150 Spanish dollars 
for an adult male’s hair—less for a live prisoner!

Inconclusive Conflicts
Little but atrocity was accomplished in the forest fi ghting of 
King William’s War and Queen Anne’s War. In 1689, Abenaki 
Indians leveled several towns on the Maine Coast. In 1690, 
Indians accompanied by a few French offi cers attacked 
 Schenectady in New York and Casco in Maine. When a hun-
dred Casco villagers tried to surrender, the Indians slaugh-
tered them. In 1693, a French and Indian force devastated 
the Mohawks and Onandagas, demoralizing the Iroquois 
Confederacy.

There were conventional battles in the colonies. New Eng-
landers, led by Massachusetts, organized two amphibious 
forces, one to attack Quebec, the other Port Royal. The Que-
bec expedition was incompetently commanded and got no-
where. However, in 1689, the New Englanders attacked and 
occupied Port Royal. When, in the Peace of Ryswick of 1697, 
Port Royal was returned to the French, it left a sour taste in 
many a New Englander’s mouth.

In Queen Anne’s War, which began in 1701, Spain was an 
ally of France. This meant that South Carolina and Spanish 
Florida, where King William’s War had been ignored, were 
engaged. Their war was an exercise in ineptitude. In 1702, 



about 500 Carolinians and 300 Indians on fourteen ships be-
sieged St. Augustine. It was a ramshackle town; most of the 
population lived in huts made of sticks and reeds. But the 
attackers could not take it, and when two Spanish warships 
arrived from Cuba, they fled. A French and Spanish attack on 
Charleston was also a fiasco.

Deerfield and Port Royal
In New England, the French and Indians renewed petite 
guerre. The most dramatic raid on a frontier settlement was 
the attack on Deerfi eld, Massachusetts, in February 1704. 
Deerfi eld was no cluster of cabins. It was a substantial vil-
lage of more than forty structures with a population of about 
270. For a year, the town had been prepared for an assault. 
But winter in New England, the ground deep in snow, meant 
security, or so everyone assumed. At four in the morning, 
after a long march on snowshoes (an Indian invention), 47 
Frenchmen and about 200 Indians, mostly Abenakis, ram-
paged through the town. Before the sun rose, they killed be-
tween 44 and 56, including 9 women and 25 children, and 
took 109 captives. Only 133 Deerfi elders managed to escape 
and only 59 of the captives later returned. 

In 1707, Massachusetts again sent a force against Port 
Royal. Two assaults failed, with the New Englanders suffer-
ing high casualties. However, when British warships arrived 

with a force of professional soldiers, Port Royal surrendered. 
In the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, Britain took Acadia from 
France, giving the new colony the name of Nova Scotia. 
But when the French built a new fortress, Louisbourg, on 
Cape Breton Island, the threat to New England shipping was 
 revived.

The Treaty of Utrecht had significant consequences in 
 Europe. French defeats at the hands of two great generals, the 
British Duke of Marlborough and Prince Eugene of Savoy, 
ended a generation of fear that France would dominate all 
of Western Europe. The “balance of power” in Europe—two 
blocs of nations of equal military strength—ushered in a 
“long peace” of almost thirty years. For Americans, the long 
peace was a time of astonishing growth and profound social 
and cultural developments that created a mature and confi-
dent society where there had been precariously established 
outposts of England.

A CHANGING SOCIETY
Between 1700 and 1776, the population of the colonies in-
creased tenfold, from about 250,000 people to 2.5 million. 
With its rich and ever-expanding agricultural hinterland, 
Philadelphia bypassed the older cities of Boston, New York, 
and Charleston to become North America’s metropolis; in-
deed, Philadelphia was the second largest city in the British 
empire; only London was larger.

Except for African Americans, who formed a caste sub-
merged by prejudice and force, even when they were free, 
colonial Americans enjoyed the personal freedoms of which 
the British were so proud. Ordinary colonials participated 
more in government than Britons (or anybody in the world) 
did, and enjoyed a “standard of living” (not an eighteenth-
century term) unmatched anywhere.

A Fruitful Population
Large families and longer life expectancy accounted for 
much of the population’s astonishing growth. In New Eng-
land, those who survived childhood diseases (which were a 
scourge) enjoyed a life expectancy nearly as high as Ameri-
cans do today. Eighteenth-century New Englanders were the 
fi rst people in history to know their grandparents as a matter 
of routine. 

Their grandfathers, anyway. Unlike today, when women 
outlive men by half a dozen years, men (and spinsters) usu-
ally survived longer than married women in the eighteenth-
century. The reason was the dangers of childbirth. Puerperal 
fever, an infection due to poor sanitation during birth—no 
one suspected that dirty hands caused problems—snuffed 
out the lives of many young women. However, a New Eng-
land male who reached 20 was apt to die nearer 70 years of 
age than 60, a man of the middle colonies at least 60. Life 
expectancy was no longer a toss of the dice in the South, but 
it was lower than in the northern colonies, 45 in Virginia and 
Maryland, 42 in the Carolinas and Georgia. (Life expectancy 
for a white man of 20 in the British West Indies was 40; West 

Deerfield, Massachusetts, was on the frontier, but it was a substantial 
and comfortable village and—so its inhabitants thought—secure. 
However, in the dead of winter, 1704, Indians and French soldiers 
burned it to the ground. Deerfield’s destruction put the whole of New 
England on edge.
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Indian slaves died so soon after arriving to work on the mur-
derous sugar plantations that there was virtually no natural 
increase of the black population during the 1700s.)

North American families were large, some of them very large. 
Benjamin Franklin, born in 1706, was the tenth child in his fam-
ily and several siblings followed him. Patrick Henry, like Franklin 
to be a leader of the American War for Independence, was born 
in Virginia in 1736. He was one of nineteen children. John Mar-
shall, to become the greatest Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, 
was born in 1755. He had fourteen brothers and sisters. The re-
production champion was the mother of a governor of Massa-
chusetts, William Phipps. She delivered twenty-seven children.

German Immigrants
Immigration also fed the colonial population explosion. En-
slaved Africans were imported in annually increasing num-

bers, up to 20,000 a year by 1770. Many were brought to 
the colonies in the Britain-based ships of the Royal African 
Company, but colonial merchants were in the business too. 
Newport, Rhode Island, was the colonial capital of the slave 
trade; at one time or another, 900 different ships based in 
the city were engaged in it. Ironically, more than a few of the 
Newport slavers were Quakers.

About 800,000 Europeans emigrated to the mainland col-
onies between 1700 and 1776. About half of them came as 
indentured servants; they were poor people. A transatlantic 
passage cost between £5 and £10 (a £5 ticket meant accomo-
dations only marginally better than on a slave ship) and a 
new emigrant needed an additional £10 to get started in the 
colonies. That was a year’s income for a common laborer, 
too much for the most frugal to hope to save. For those who 
could afford to pay their way, cheap American land was the 

There have been pirates as long as ships have been loaded 
with cargos worth stealing. Between 1660 and 1725, piracy 
was a major problem in American waters. The buccaneers 
(as they were called in their “golden age”) were seafar-
ing armed robbers. Most were murderers; it went with 
the job. They were not rapists only because they preyed 
on merchant vessels, 
which rarely had women 
aboard.

Why the sudden ex-
plosion in the pirate 
population? Mainly be-
cause the commercial 
wars of midcentury at-
tracted riffraff and re-
spected ships’ masters 
alike to legalized mari-
time robbery when, to 
save money, France, 
Holland, Spain, and 
England commissioned 
privateers. These were 
privately owned vessels 
that were well armed 
and, for a percentage of the take, were licensed to attack 
the enemy’s merchantmen. Privateering could be very lu-
crative. So, when peace treaties were signed, some captains 
and crews found it difficult to give up the business. They 
continued to hunt ships and steal from them without re-
gard to the flag they were flying.

What kind of men became pirates? In the early 1720s, 98 
percent of those who were captured said they had started 
life as “honest seamen.” A large number said that liquor 
led them to choose a life of crime. Indeed, piracy was a 

good occupation for a drinking man. Life aboard a pirate 
vessel can seem, in the records we have, to have been one 
long drunken revel. 

There was more to it than partying, however. An honest 
seaman’s life was dull and laborious. The work was hard; 
the pay was poor. Piracy offered excitement, eternally al-

luring to young men 
agitated by bubbling 
hormones. Pirates 
risked their lives dur-
ing robberies, and the 
gallows was their fate 
if they were caught. 
But each successful job 
filled their purses and, 
whether or not they 
were nonstop drunk 
between hits, they did 
not work very much. 
A merchant sloop of 
100 tons was sailed by 
a crew of no more than 
a dozen men; the same 
vessel under the black 

flag of piracy divided the chores among eighty. If they 
captured slaves, they were put to work while the pirates 
looked for buyers. The famous Captain Kidd told of steal-
ing “twelve slaves of whom we intended to make good use 
of to do the drudgery of our ship.”

Pirate crews were large because numbers was one key 
to their success. Pirates were robbers; they did not want 
to sink the ships they attacked. (The cannon they carried 
were for defense). They wanted their victims’ vessels un-
damaged so they could strip them of everything worth 
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Piracy’s Golden Age



chief attraction. Developed land could be had for £1–£2 per 
acre; each acre of raw forest land on the frontier sold for a 
shilling, or even less.

During the 1700s, the numbers of German immigrants, 
many paying their own way, rivaled the numbers of new-
comers from England. Sailing from Hamburg or Rotterdam, 
most came to Philadelphia. (In just one week in August 1773, 
3,500 immigrants arrived in the city.) Pennsylvania was still 
the most welcoming colony and already had a German com-
munity, a compelling attraction for people setting out on 
an adventure rife with anxieties. The “Pennsylvania Dutch” 
living on the rich farmland southwest of Philadelphia were 
adherents of Quaker-like pacifistic sects like the Mennonites 
who had been actively recruited by William Penn’s agents. 
Most of the eighteenth-century German immigrants were 
Lutherans. Some came to farm—nearly all the redemption-

ers were destined for farm labor—but many of the Germans 
were shopkeepers or skilled artisans who settled in Phila-
delphia and nearby Germantown (now a neighborhood of 
Philadelphia).

Germans were so numerous in Pennsylvania (a third of 
the population in 1776) that some other Philadelphians 
were uneasy. Among them was the city’s most famous 
citizen, Benjamin Franklin. Calling the immigrants “the 
most stupid of their nation,” Franklin feared that the Ger-
mans would “never adopt our Language or Customs” and 
will “ Germanize us instead of us Anglifying them.” Frank-
lin’s eye for the future was usually keen, but he looked at 
 Philadelphia’s  Germans through the wrong lens of the bifo-
cals he invented. By the third generation, as with other im-
migrant groups,  Pennsylvania’s Germans were thoroughly 
“Anglifed.”

A CHANGING SOCIETY 99

How They Lived

taking. Thus the numbers: The captain of a merchant-
man with twelve seamen (who were not fighting men) 
was foolish to resist eighty vicious pirates armed with 
cutlasses, knives, and pistols. Few did. Merchants knew 
that if they gave up without a fight they were more likely 
to be spared the cruelties of which pirates were capable. 
The principle was the same as the advice given today to 
people confronted on a dark street by a thug with a knife: 
give him the wallet.

Speed was the second key to successful piracy. Pirates 
had to catch their victims in order to intimidate them 
with their numbers and ferocity. A few famous pirates like 
 Bartholomew “Black Bart” Roberts and Edward “Black-
beard” Teach had large forty gun ships. But most pirates 
sailed sloops, large enough to accommodate a hundred 
cut-throats, but speedy.

Treasure—“pieces of eight!”—was the most desirable 
booty. When pirates tortured captive crews or captains, 
it was usually to learn where any money had been hid-
den. If there was none, pirates took the food and drink 
they wanted for their own use and had to be satisfied with 
whatever cargo was aboard, even low-cost bulk items such 
as hogsheads of molasses or tobacco. 

Selling such contraband presented problems. Pirates 
could not weigh anchor in a port and advertise for buyers. 
There were a few “wide-open” pirate towns in the  Bahamas 
and Belize where merchants of dubious integrity would 
come for the bargains available. The governor of Jamaica 
encouraged pirates to make their base in Port Royal; armed 
pirate ships in the harbor discouraged attacks by the Span-
ish and French. Blackbeard was scouting Ocracoke Inlet in 
North Carolina for the site of a new pirate entrepôt when, 
in 1718, he was cornered and killed. None of the sanctuar-
ies lasted for long. The wildest of them, Port Royal, was 

leveled by an earthquake in 1692, much to the satisfaction 
of moralists.

Pirate vessels were as democratic as New England town 
meetings. Where to hunt prey, from Newfoundland to the 
West Indies, was determined by majority vote, as was the 
decision whether or not to attack a vessel they had sighted. 
The captain (who was elected and could be voted out) 
claimed a far smaller share of booty than the master of 
a privateer did. His allowance of food and drink was the 
same as that of the crewmen. Only when “fighting, chas-
ing, or being chased” did he have the absolute authority of 
a naval commander.

During piracy’s golden age, most buccaneers were Brit-
ish or colonials, both black and white. At his last stand, 
Blackbeard had thirteen whites and six blacks with him. 
In 1722, Black Bart’s force of 268 included seventy-seven 
black men. Black pirates actually had a better chance, 
if captured, of escaping the noose. They could and did 
argue—with mixed success—that they were slaves, con-
traband, not crew.

The golden age came abruptly to an end during the 
“Long Peace” when Britain and France directed their 
warships to hunt down pirates. In 1720, between 1,500 
and 2,000 pirates in about twenty-five vessels were work-
ing the Caribbean and the North American coast. By 
1723, their numbers were down to 1,000, by 1726 to 200. 
In 1718, there were fifty attacks on merchant vessels in 
North American waters but just six in 1726. Relentless 
pursuit was effective. So were pardons for those who 
turned themselves in. Many pirates had, they claimed, 
been forced into the life when, as “honest seamen,” they 
were captured by pirates. The large number of men who 
immediately applied for the pardons seems to say that 
many were telling the truth. 
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The Scotch-Irish
Protestant immigrants from the north of Ireland outnum-
bered even the Germans. Between 1717 and 1776, as many as 
250,000 Scotch-Irish, as they were commonly called, came to 
America. Again, Philadelphia was the chief port of entry but, 
unlike the Germans, most of the Scotch-Irish, encouraged 
by James Logan, the Penn family’s land agent in the colony, 
tended to head west to the frontier. There the fl ood of peo-
ple fl owed south through upland Virginia to the Carolinas. 
The Scotch-Irish were the dominant ethnic element in the 
 Appalachians (and, later, beyond). Their peculiar accent was 
the basis of what Americans would come to call “hillbilly” 
English; the day they arrived they said “whar” for where, “thar” 
for there, “critter” for creature, and “nekkid” for naked.

They were called Scotch-Irish because they were the 
grandchildren and great-grandchildren of lowlands Scots 
Presbyterians whom King James I had attracted to north-
ern Ireland by giving them land taken from the native Irish, 
who were mostly Catholics. In Scotland, the Scotch-Irish had 
been a combative people, raiding villages and rustling cattle 
in northern England. In Ireland they brawled more or less 
constantly with the Catholic Irish and, in the 1690s, joined 

in a war to suppress Irish rebels. When, after 1700, economic 
difficulties drove many of them (a third of Ireland’s Prot-
estants!) to North America, they were notoriously clannish, 
rude, crude, and quick to resort to violence, “a pernicious and 
pugnacious people” in the words of a Pennsylvania Quaker. 

Few immigrant groups have been so intensely despised 
as the Scotch-Irish were in the 1700s. When, in 1718, 300 
families petitioned the governor of Massachusetts to permit 
them to settle in the colony, he turned them down. Cotton 
Mather, New England’s most respected minister, denounced 
the Scotch-Irish emigration as “formidable attempts of Satan 
and his Sons to unsettle us.” In Worcester, a mob burned 
down a Presbyterian church Scotch-Irish newcomers were 
building.

At first, James Logan welcomed them to Pennsylvania pre-
cisely because of their combativeness, so that they would be 
“hard neighbors to the Indians.” Within a few years, however, 
he was wringing his hands: “I must own, from my experience 
in the land office, that the settlement of five families from 
Ireland gives me more trouble than fifty of any other people.” 
Another observer said that they huddle “together like brutes 
without regard to age or sex or sense of decency.” A Church 
of England minister called them “ignorant, mean, worthless, 
beggarly.” Another churchman said that “they delight in their 
present low, lazy, sluttish, heathenish, hellish life, and seem 
not desirous of changing it.”

For all their unpopularity, the Scotch-Irish were the tough-
bitten frontiersmen who, for a century, did the dirty work 
of encroaching on Indian lands, fighting the natives merci-
lessly, and making the wild West safe for the easterners who 
 despised them.

Family and Property
The family had a standing in colonial law and custom that, 
today, can be diffi cult to comprehend. Families, not indi-
viduals, were society’s political unit. Only the male head of 
a household owning property could vote, no matter that 
there were two or three adult sons and perhaps a brother 
at home. (Unmarried women who inherited land could 
be heads of household in the law but they could not vote.) 

One of several German language newspapers published in colonial 
Philadelphia. In 1776, the Declaration of Independence was published 
in German before it appeared in English. It was seriously suggested 
that the newly independent United States make German its official 
language. Then again, someone else seriously suggested that the 
country’s official language be Greek.
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Woman Suffrage
Oddly enough, only Virginia specifically barred women heads 
of household from voting. Elsewhere in the colonies there 
were no laws about woman suffrage because the very idea 
was inconceivable. Women and men alike assumed that 
government was a masculine affair.

Almost. Here and there, records reveal, eccentric or 
very bold women showed up at the polls and successfully 
insisted on casting a vote. In New Amsterdam in 1655, 
Lady Deborah Moody voted and no one said “boo.” In 
New York in 1737, “two old Widdows” cast ballots. A few 
Massachusetts townships seem to have allowed propertied 
widows to vote.



How much property was required for a man to participate 
in elections varied from colony to colony, but it was gener-
ally not a great deal: A farm that produced an income of 40s. 
in  Massachusetts and Connecticut; a “competent estate” in 
Rhode Island, 50 acres in six of the colonies, 25 improved 
acres in Virginia.

Actual participation in elections was, as it is today, well 
below the number of eligible voters. Farmers living some 
miles from county seats had other things to do on election 
days and, before the 1760s, candidates for public office rarely 
differed on “the issues.” Why bother? Only about 40 percent 
of eligible Pennsylvanians and New Yorkers voted. But it was 
not just inconvenient travel. Only one of four eligible voters 
in compact Boston bothered to turn out on election day.

Colonial property laws were written by propertied men 
and, therefore, they were designed to preserve the social 
integrity and privileges of the propertied class. Virginia, 
 Maryland, and South Carolina adopted laws of primogeni-
ture and entail from England. Primogeniture (meaning 
“first-born”) held that if a head of household died intestate 
(without leaving a will), his entire estate passed to his eldest 
son. In Virginia, wealthy planters who thought to write wills 
still had little choice but to bequeath their real estate to their 
eldest sons because the land was “entailed.” That is, the law 
required that entailed estates be passed on to a single heir 
in a direct line of descent. In tidewater Virginia in 1760, 80 
percent of the cultivated land was entailed. (If there were no 
sons, the eldest daughter inherited entailed estates.)

The purpose of these laws was to preserve the social stand-
ing of the landowning elite—in a sense, to protect great es-
tates against human nature. That is, if a planter owning a 
thousand acres and thirty slaves, enough to support a fam-

ily in grand style, was legally able to divide his estate among 
four or five children and did so (as many would have done), 
the consequence would be four or five households of mid-
dling means. If these properties were subdivided among 
the children of his children, the result, from grandfather to 
grandchildren, was a gaggle of struggling subsistence farmers 
where once there had been a grandee.

Social Mobility
Propertied men were not insensitive to the futures of their 
younger sons and their daughters. They could and did be-
queath them money (personal as opposed to real property) 
or they could acquire land for them that was not entailed, 
especially in the West. “Second sons” (a term referring to 
all younger sons) were educated in a profession: the minis-
try, medicine, the law, or the military. As professionals, they 
 retained their status as gentlemen and the possibility of mak-
ing an advantageous marriage.

For example, George Washington was a second son. His 
older brother, Lawrence, inherited the family lands. He 
helped George train as a surveyor (which meant the op-
portunity to acquire the best western lands) and took him 
along on a naval campaign in the West Indies. Washington 
did invest in land and he parlayed his “military experience” 
(it did not amount to much) to a commission in the Virginia 
militia. And he kept an eye trained down that other avenue to 
acquiring property: marrying a wealthy widow.  Washington 
found his widow in Martha Custis. In 1771, William Carter 
found and married the Widow Ellison, described by the 
Virginia Gazette as “aged eighty-five; a sprightly old tit, with 
three thousand pounds fortune.” 

Wealthy men attended to their daughters’ futures by provid-
ing dowries (money and slaves) that were handsome enough 
to attract wealthy or, at least, well-placed husbands. Fortune 
hunters and lovestruck but poor suitors were shown the door.

An even more attractive match for a gentleman social 
climber was a young woman who was an heiress, that is, 
a woman who had no brothers and who had inherited, or 
would inherit, the family estate. Women heads of house-
hold were protected in their property rights. But there was 
immense social pressure on them to marry; they were sur-
rounded, sometimes virtually harassed by would-be hus-
bands. Thomas Jefferson doubled his wealth in acreage and 
slaves by marrying a widow who was an heiress. Eliza Lucas, 
who inherited three plantations in South Carolina (she had 
managed them from the age of 16!) had her pick of the col-
ony’s swains. She chose Charles Pinckney, a widower richer 
than she was. She was still young when Pinckney died, but 
she had other  interests—she had developed indigo as South 
Carolina’s second cash crop—and resisted all proposals.

Coverture
The woman who wished to retain control of her fortune had 
to remain, in the law, feme sole, a single woman. If she mar-
ried, she became feme couverte, subject to the principle of 
coverture which held that “husband and wife are one and 

Dutch Women’s Rights
Married women in New Netherlands had significantly 
different property rights than married women in the English 
colonies. They owned family property jointly with their 
husbands. There was no coverture. If a woman’s husband 
died, she inherited the whole. If she remarried, her property 
from her previous marriage remained hers independently of 
her second husband. He had no say in how she used it. When 
she died, the property from her first marriage was divided 
equally among the sons and daughters from the first marriage. 
The English promised to respect this very different property 
code when New Netherlands surrendered in 1664. Only 
gradually during the 1700s did the Dutch laws fall into disuse. 

Even then, ethnically Dutch women in New York clung to 
another Dutch custom at odds with English ways. As late 
as the mid-nineteenth-century, they continued to use their 
maiden names throughout their lives, not their husbands’ 
surnames. Thus, Annetje Krygier, married to Jans van 
Arsdale, remained Annetje Krygier until she died. In sharp 
contrast, many English church registries did not ever note a 
woman’s surname even in the record of her marriage.
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that one the husband.” A married woman’s person before 
the law was submerged into the person of her husband. As 
defi ned by the great eighteenth-century legal codifi er, Sir 
William Blackstone, “the very being or legal existence of the 
woman is suspended during the marriage, or at least is incor-
porated and consolidated into that of the husband.”

The husband did not own the property his wife brought 
to the marriage. He could not turn land held in coverture 
into cash by selling it. If he died before his wife did, her es-
tate reverted to her, not to his designated heirs. However, the 
husband had the use of his wife’s land and slaves during the 
marriage, including the right to dispose, as he wished, of the 
income they produced from crops, labor, or rents.

The law provided married women with other protections. 
When her husband died, his widow was entitled to one-third 
of the income from the estate that passed (via primogeniture) 
to the eldest son. Her husband, no matter how nasty he (or 
his wife) had been, could not deny the widow her “widow’s 
third.” This entitlement was called a dower, a reference to the 
dowry the woman had brought to the marriage; a widow liv-
ing on her third was known as a dowager. If husband and 
wife had signed a legal instrument called jointures, as was 
often the case in prenuptial agreements, the widow might be 
entitled to a greater income by surrendering her dower rights. 
Nonetheless, so long as a woman was defined by coverture, 
she could not buy or sell property, sue or be sued, write a will, 
or make a contract. She had no legal identity.

If colonial women’s status was inferior to that of men, 
they enjoyed more favorable circumstances than women in 
England or other European countries. Nicholas Creswell, 
an English visitor in 1774, overstated it a bit when he said 
that the colonies were “a paradise on Earth for Women,” but 
he was not hallucinating. In most colonies, husbands were 
severely punished if they beat their wives, in some colonies 
just for striking them. A Massachusetts man was fined when, 

in public, he referred to his wife as “my servant.” European 
visitors almost always commented on the deference colonial 
men paid women. In the New England colonies, a woman 
could sue for divorce on the grounds of adultery, bigamy, 
desertion, impotence, incest, or her husband’s absence for 
seven years. (In other colonies, divorce required a special act 
of the assembly and was quite rare.)

In Pennsylvania, women’s relatively high status owed to the 
prominence of the Quakers who, in their early years, treated 
women as almost the equals of men. In the Chesapeake col-
onies and the Carolinas, the deference toward women that 
Europeans observed may have been a legacy of the fact that, 
well into the 1700s, white men outnumbered white women 
by a ratio of three to two. When potential wives are scarce, 
men are apt to be more solicitous of what women there are. 
The phenomenon was to be repeated in the western states 
during the late nineteenth-century.

The Lower Orders
The intricacies of property law were of no interest to people 
near the bottom of colonial society: laborers in towns and 
cities and even hardscrabble, marginal farmers who may 
have owned their land. (There was no interest in enforcing 
primogeniture and entail among them.). 

All the large northern cities—Boston, New York, 
 Philadelphia—had their throngs of the impoverished: ser-
vants and ex-servants, apprentices, slaves and most free 
blacks, sailors on leave, waterfront roustabouts, and other 
common laborers. They usually found enough work to keep 
themselves alive, but little more. Their lives were too insecure 
for them to feel a sense of belonging to the community or to 
concern themselves over much with the morals of the gen-
teel. Cotton Mather complained in a dither of the “Knotts of 
riotous young Men” who defiled holy Boston.

Even small sea ports like Salem, Massachusetts, had their 
disreputable quarters where drunkenness and brawls were en-
demic and the makings of a mob were ever present. The pat-
terns of underclass crime were much as they are today. In New 
York, 95 percent of violent crimes were committed by men, 
74 percent of thefts. Rape must have been common but it was 
rarely prosecuted because of respectable society’s disdain for 
the lower orders and, possibly, the fact that convictions were 
difficult. The victim was unlikely to be a “woman of virtue” 
by the standards of decent society and, unlike today, when 
many states prohibit evidence concerning an alleged rape 
victim’s personal morality, that was of decisive pertinence to 
colonial judges and juries. Statutory rape cases were virtu-
ally unknown. The traditional English age of consent was 10! 
 Colonial assemblies upped this, but to no higher than 14.

With witchcraft prosecutions in bad odor after the Salem 
hysteria, the only major crime associated with women was in-
fanticide. And, with high infant mortality a fact of life, even 
among the upper classes, the murder of an infant was rarely al-
leged, if often enough a subject of gossip. It was a difficult crime 
to prove in court. In New York between 1730 and 1780, twenty 
women were charged with killing their newborns, but only 
one was convicted. (In Virginia, the most notorious  infanticide 

Coverture in the Graveyard
The submersion of the married woman’s person into the 
person of her husband continued after death in a cemetery 
in Germantown, Pennsylvania. Almost no married women 
buried there before 1800 are listed in the cemetery’s records 
under their own names. Instead, their burials are recorded as 
“Johannes Koch’s wife” and so on. A few unmarried women 
were buried under their own names but widows were not. 
Their burials were entered as “Widow Hoess” or “Alois 
Miller’s widow.” 

Children—there are plenty of them in the graveyard—are 
identified as their father’s, not their mother’s. A poignant 
series of burials in 1769 reminds us of how different life was 
250 years ago:

Oct 26 Johannes Kehrbach’s child
Nov 1 Johannes Kehrbach’s child
Nov 4 Johannes Kehrbach’s third child

Yet another Kehrbach child was buried on May 31, 1773.



case—it occurred after independence—involved not the lower 
orders but a member of the elite Randolph family, and he had 
to demand he be charged and tried so as—he thought—to 
clear his name. He never lived down the suspicion.)

Illegitimate births were common. On the frontier, where 
the settlers “lived in comfortable fornication,” as many 
mothers were unwed as not. A third of the brides in New 
England were pregnant when they took their vows. Benjamin 
Franklin fathered an illegitimate son by a woman unknown 
to us, and he never legally married Deborah Read, his wife of 
forty-four years.

Slave Rebellions
The lowliest of the lower orders were the slaves. Except in 
New York and New Jersey, where even modestly fi xed Dutch 
farmers owned one or a few black “servants,” they were not 
numerous north of the Mason-Dixon line, the boundary be-
tween Pennsylvania and Maryland that was surveyed in 1769. 
Slaves were only 8 percent of the population in Pennsylvania, 
3 percent in Massachusetts. 

In the southern colonies, slavery grew in importance during 
the eighteenth-century. The number of blacks in Virginia, most 
of whom were slaves, rose from about 4,000 in 1700 to 42,000 
in 1743, and to more than 200,000 at the time of the American 
Revolution—a quantum leap! In some Virginia counties and 
over most of South Carolina, blacks outnumbered whites.

Where blacks were numerous, occasional rebellions un-
nerved whites. Reaction to disturbances was immediate and 
ruthless with, no doubt, many innocent blacks severely pun-
ished. In 1712, some slaves in New York City staged a demon-
stration that was treated as an uprising. In 1741, New York au-
thorities blamed a series of fires on a cabal of slaves, free blacks, 
and poor whites. There was no evidence of a  conspiracy—it 
was not conclusively proved that all the fires were the work of 
arsonists. Nevertheless, eighteen blacks and four whites were 
hanged; thirteen blacks were burned alive (the punishment 
for arson); seventy were sold to the West Indies.

In 1730, about 300 Christian slaves in Virginia fled into the 
Great Dismal Swamp, a then uncharted tangle of marshes, 
canebrakes, and woods on the Virginia-North Carlina line. In-
dians were hired to track them down and most were captured. 
(Virginia hanged twenty-nine described as the leaders.) Still, 
the Great Dismal Swamp remained a refuge for runaway slaves, 
tribeless Indians, and alienated poor whites for decades.

In 1739, about 20 slaves from a plantation near Charleston 
called Stono seized guns, killed several planter families, and 
almost captured the colony’s lieutenant governor. About 150 
other slaves joined them. “With Colours displayed, and two 
Drums beating,” they began to march toward Florida where, 
they had learned through an astonishingly efficient slave 
grapevine, the governor of the Spanish colony would grant 
them freedom. Judging from their names, some of the rebels 
were Catholics, probably converted in Angola or the Congo 
before they were enslaved. They would have been favorably 
disposed toward the Spanish for religious reasons.

Most of the Stono rebels were captured within a week, but 
a few managed to reach St. Augustine. They settled to the 

north of the town with runaways from Georgia in a forti-
fied African American village, Santa Teresa de Mose. They 
swore to “shed their last drop of blood in defense of the 
Great Crown of Spain, and to be the most cruel enemies of 
the English.” The attraction Santa Teresa held out to slaves 
in South Carolina and Georgia was sufficient that, in 1740, 
Georgia’s Governor Oglethorpe led an expedition to destroy 
the settlement.

POLITICS: IMPERIAL AND
COLONIAL
Between 1713 and 1739, while France and Britain were at 
peace, the colonies prospered. Tobacco was no longer a bo-
nanza crop, but it was profi table. Exporting rice, naval stores, 
hides and furs, and livestock (to the West Indies) continued 
to be lucrative. The middle colonies, especially Pennsylvania, 
fed the West Indies where sugar cultivation was so intensive 
that slaves had no time to grow their own food. The colo-
nial merchant marine grew in size until there was almost as 
much tonnage registered in American as in British ports. In 
troubled times to come, Americans would look back on the 
“long peace” of 1713–1739 as a golden age. 

Salutary Neglect
They associated the good times not so much with interna-
tional peace as with the policies of the British prime minis-
ter, Robert Walpole. Lazy and easygoing, fancying his daily 
outsized bottle of port, Walpole believed that the best way 
to manage the colonies was to govern them as little as pos-
sible. He had a point: As long as colonial trade was enriching 
British merchants and manufacturers—which was the whole 
idea of mercantilism—why worry? Why do anything that will 
likely cause trouble?

Walpole’s nonpolicy was known as “salutary neglect,” ben-
eficial neglect. Inaction was the best action, even if it meant 
overlooking colonial violations of the Navigation Acts, which 
were common.

There were critics, of course. In 1732, London hatmakers 
complained that the growth of that industry in the northern 
colonies was cutting into their North American sales. The 
prime minister calmed them by forbidding Americans to sell 
hats outside the colony where they were made and to cease 
training slaves in the craft. London’s hatters were mollified. 
American hatmakers ignored the easily ignored restrictions. 
Walpole dined with his friends.

The Molasses Act of 1733 was Parliament’s response to 
complaints by sugar planters in the British West Indies that 
Americans were buying molasses from French islands where 
it was cheaper. Mercantilism, they argued, entitled them to a 
monopoly of the molasses market in New England where it 
was distilled into rum, the poor man’s intoxicant and a valu-
able commodity in the African slave trade. 

The Molasses Act levied a 6d. per gallon duty on French 
molasses, enough to price it out of the colonial market. 
When importers presented customs officials with obviously 
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fraudulent invoices declaring that the French molasses they 
were bringing in originated on a British island—along with 
a bribe—Walpole was looking the other way. His own asso-
ciates in London were knee-deep in boodle. Why begrudge 
low-level customs agents a little pocket money?

In 1750, at the behest of English ironmakers, Parliament 
forbade colonists to engage in many forms of iron manu-
facture. Not only did colonial forges continue to operate 
with impunity, several colonial governments also openly 
subsidized the iron industry within their borders. Salutary 
neglect was a wonderful way to run an empire—as long as 
times were good. 

Assemblies and Governors
The trouble was that Walpole’s indulgent oversight of colo-
nial affairs contributed to a steady erosion of Britain’s’s au-
thority over her American daughters. Piecemeal during the 
eighteenth-century, in increments sometimes unnoticeable, 
colonial assemblies increased their power at the expense of 
royal governors (proprietors’ governors in Maryland and 
Pennsylvania) and became more confi dent in their ability—
and “right”—to govern themselves.

The key to this shift in the balance of power between royal 
authority (the executive) and colonial assemblies (the legisla-
tive) was the British political principle that the consent of the 

people’s elected representatives was essential to legitimate tax 
laws. In Great Britain, Parliament had won this power of the 
purse in a century of conflict featuring the execution of one 
king, the banishment of another, and the signed agreement 
of a third. In the colonies, the thirteen elected assemblies—
whether called the House of Burgesses or the House of Del-
egates or the Assembly—made this important prerogative 
their own by less dramatic means.

Thus, royal governors were authorized to veto any colonial 
act of which they disapproved, including budget bills. How-
ever, political and social realities required them to be cau-
tious in exercising their power. If a governor’s dispute with a 
colonial assembly turned nasty, the assembly could refuse to 
vote the governor the funds he needed for day-to-day opera-
tions, even the money he needed to maintain his personal 
household. A colonial assembly could, as a royal governor of 
New York put it, “starve him into compliance.” 

The power of the purse was a formidable weapon. Few 
men who served as governors in America (most of them 
ex-army officers) were as rich as they wanted to be when 
they took their overseas jobs. If they had been, they would 
have lived opulently in Great Britain, and not roughed it in 
Portsmouth, Williamsburg, or Charleston. The governors 
were men on the make; they went to the colonies “to repair 
a shatttered fortune, or to acquire an estate.” It was expected 

And the Governor Wore Organdy
Edward Hyde, Viscount Cornbury, was governor of New York 
and New Jersey from 1701 to 1709. He was a disaster. Cornbury 
aggravated political tensions that had been fading and harassed 
the Dutch Reformed Church. Within a few years, even Lord 
Cornbury sensed he had made a mess of things. He lamented 
that “a Porter in the streets of London is a happier man than a 
Governor in America” and begged Queen Anne to relieve him. 
When she finally did, he was clapped into New York’s debtors’ 
prison. He was released only when he inherited his father’s 
title, Earl of Clarendon, and, more important at the moment, his 
father’s money.

It was whispered (and said aloud after Cornbury went home) 
that he dressed up in women’s clothing and sashayed on the 
ramparts surrounding the governor’s palace and that he invited 
the men at a banquet to fondle his wife’s ears, which he claimed 
were the finest ears in the world. (Lady Cornbury was herself 
accused of stealing jewelry—earrings?—from homes she 
visited.)

 The evidence the governor was a cross-dresser is not reliable. 
There is this portrait, said to be of him, but only years after he 
left New York. The contemporary allegations of the governor’s 
irregular wardrobe were all made by political enemies or were 
hearsay, remarks in letters of what the writer had been told but 
had not himself seen. Skeptics have no evidence to discredit the 
accusation, but they have established a reasonable doubt, which 
is all that is asked of defense attorneys.
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that royal governors would use their office to enrich them-
selves. To make money, however, usually from land specula-
tion, governors needed to get along with wealthy and influen-
tial colonials. Constructing the core of a “court party”—the 
governor’s party—was easy. Governors appointed the cream 
of the colonial elite to their Councils, the upper house in a 
colony’s legislature. But they also needed the collaboration of 
the men who were elected to the assemblies.

This called for a deft touch. It was possible to get along 
too well with assemblies, to yield too freely to their demands, 
especially in the proprietary colonies. The Penns in Pennsyl-
vania and the Calverts in Maryland wanted to see maximum 
income from their colonial properties. The Crown, even 
when Walpole was the king’s first minister, expected colo-
nial governments to pay their own expenses. The governor 
who became the assembly’s rubber stamp would find himself 
 recalled long before he had made his bundle. 

RELIGION: DECLINE AND
REVIVAL
Except in New York’s Dutch villages and in Pennsylvania’s 
German community, colonial culture was British culture. 
Educated Americans imported their books and periodi-
cals from England along with fabrics for their clothing and 
 furniture for their homes. Colonial ladies and gentlemen—
particularly in the South—patterned their manners and avo-
cations on those of the English country gentry. Young George 
Washington’s mania for fox hunting—riding to the hounds, 
an exhilarating but dangerous sport—was so avid that a 
number of observers mentioned it, and Washington never 
lacked for company on his gallops. Although New England-
ers sent their brighter sons to Harvard or Yale Colleges, and 

Virginia had the College of William and Mary, some planters 
shipped their sons to Britain to be educated, particularly at 
the law schools in London. A few colonials were unreserved 
Anglophiles like Willliam Byrd of Virginia or Pennsylvania’s 
Benjamin Franklin. Both preferred living in London to the 
ruder society and culture of the colonies. Except among the 
Scotch-Irish and some Dutch and German Americans, how-
ever, there were few colonial Anglophobes.

The Mellowing of the Churches
Church was less important to educated colonials than it had 
been to their parents and grandparents. There were excep-
tions: The father and son Boston ministers, Increase and Cot-
ton Mather were among the most intellectual of Americans, 
and they were Calvinists as stern as their Puritan forebears. 
By the 1720s, however, when both Mathers died, their old 
time religion was losing its hold on New England’s merchant 
princes. Most continued to rent pews in Congregational 
churches (as Puritan meetinghouses were now called). In-
creasingly, however, they expected their ministers (whom the 
congregations hired and fi red) to preach sermons that were 
inspirational and reassuring, not reeking of hellfi re, sin, and 
damnation.

Harvard College, New England’s training school for min-
isters, obliged the changing tastes by mellowing the reli-
gion it taught. Harvard went so far in what we would call 
liberalization that, in 1701, hard-shelled Calvinists founded 
Yale College in New Haven, Connecticut, as an alternative 
seminary. Only twenty years later, however, Yale was rocked 
when its rector, Timothy Cutler, and most of the faculty (all 
ministers) resigned and announced that they were sailing to 
 England to be ordained in the Church of England—by bish-
ops, churchmen whom the Puritans had called “the Excre-
ment of Anti-Christ”!

The splendid home of the 
wealthy Boston merchant 
John Hancock. His luxurious 
lifestyle bore little resemblance 
to the spartan simplicity 
in which Puritan forebears 
took pride. Nor did his 
liberal religious beliefs 
resemble the Calvinism of 
seventeenth-century Boston. 
In 1776, Hancock, who would 
otherwise be quite forgotten, 
ensured the immortality of 
his name by signing it to the 
Declaration of Independence 
in an outsized hand.
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Indeed, some of New England’s wealthiest merchants be-
came Anglicans. The Church of England was the church of 
the royal governors of Massachusetts and New  Hampshire 
(and the proprietors’ governors of Pennsylvania and Mary-
land after the Penn and Calvert families returned to the 
 Anglican communion). The Church of England was the 
established church in New York and the southern colonies. 
It was the socially prestigious denomination almost every-
where in the colonies. It was almost a prerequisite to political 
preferment to be an Anglican.

The Church of England was an undemanding church 
with none of the community-enforced conformism of the 
 seventeenth-century Congregationalists, Quakers, and 
Dutch  Reformed Church. It was, by the 1700s, a latitudi-
narian denomination, tolerant of a variety of beliefs and 
lifestyles among its members. Educated colonials whose 
worldview had been shaped by revolutionary scientific dis-
coveries like William Harvey’s explanation of the circulation 
of blood in the body and Sir Isaac Newton’s explanation of 
the movement of the planets and the nature of light, un-
derstood natural phenomena through observation and rea-
son—not supernatural forces. Belonging to the easy-going 
Church of England was a comfortable way of retaining re-
ligious ties. 

Religious Excitement
What appealed to worldly colonials, left many ordinary peo-
ple cold. They looked to religion for simple certainties, moral 
strictures, reassurances, and emotional satisfaction. The for-
mal liturgy of the Anglicans and the rational and restrained 
sermons of Harvard- and Yale-educated ministers did not 
meet their needs. Church membership dropped steadily dur-
ing the 1700s except, in some colonies, for a burst of excite-
ment, a “revival,” during the 1730s and 1740s.

A century later, in 1841, another generation of revivalist 
preachers called the religious upheavals of the 1730s and 
1740s “The Great Awakening,” as if a divine fire had swept 
over the colonies from Georgia to New Hampshire, return-
ing an entire generation to God. In fact, the eighteenth-
 century revival of religious zeal was a spotty phenomenon. 
It burned fiercely in some areas but never sparked in others. 
Massachusetts was the Great Awakening’s ground zero; fully 
43 percent of the colony’s townships were swept by religious 
excitement. But only 2.5 percent of the towns in neighboring 
Rhode Island experienced revivals. In the middle colonies, 
New Jersey and Pennsylvania were hotbeds of the Awaken-
ing with 14 percent of towns touched by massive return to 
the churches; but in New York, there were only two revivals. 
In the South there was no Great Awakening. There was one 
local revival in South Carolina and none in Virginia, North 
Carolina, and Georgia.

Where it was hot, the revival of religion was very hot. In 1734, 
Jonathan Edwards, the minister of the Congregational church 
in Northampton, Massachusetts, began to preach sermons 
emphasizing the sinfulness of humanity, the torment all de-
served to suffer in hell, and the doctrine that men and women 
could be saved only through divine grace, which God visited 

on individuals in the form of an intensely emotional conver-
sion experience. Edwards did not honey his message. “The God 
who holds you over the pit of hell,” he said in his most famous 
sermon, “much as one holds a spider or some loathsome insect 
over the fire, abhors you, and is dreadfully provoked.”

Northampton was a fertile field for Edwards’s kind of 
preaching. Excited revivals were part of local culture. There 
had been tumultuous religious excitements in the town in 
1679, 1683, 1696, 1712, and 1718. Edwards was able to repeat 
his success in arousing congregations to mass conversions in 
few other towns.

A revivalist who made the whole of colonial North  America 
his congregation was the Englishman George Whitefield, 
who made five extensive preaching tours through the colo-
nies. Whitefield was inexhaustible. He spoke sixty hours most 
weeks, often to thousands of people at a time. During one 
spell of seventy-eight days, he delivered more than a hundred 
lengthy sermons calling on people to accept Jesus as their per-
sonal saviour. Whitefield prepared for his sermons with pub-
licity campaigns well ahead of his time. His “advance men” 
planted stories about his miraculous conversions in news-
papers in towns he planned to visit and plastered posters on 
walls and fences just before his arrival. His advertising worked. 
When Whitefield spoke in  Philadelphia, the city’s population 
doubled. Benjamin Franklin was unmoved by Whitefield’s 
message but awed by the power of his voice; Franklin called 
it “an excellent piece of music”. He methodically backed away 
from Whitefield’s platform to determine the distance at which 
he could still understand the preacher’s words. Franklin then 
hurried home to calculate just how many people, in theory, 
Whitefield could preach to at one time.

A few revivalists were lunatics or, like today, frauds. James 
Davenport ranted and raved, whooped and hollered, pranced 
and flounced about the stage, tore his clothing, rolled his 
eyes, and fell frothing and twitching to the floor. “Strike 
them, Lord, strike them!,” Davenport cried when a sheriff, 
believing him insane, tried to restrain him. 

“New Lights” versus “Old Lights”
The revivalists preached that salvation was available to all, 
but every individual had to accept God’s grace personally “as 
if there was no other human Creature upon Earth.” There was 
nothing wrong with the ordinary people, they said (always 
a popular message). The problem was with spiritually dead 
ministers. Their boasted education was spiritually worthless. 
They were not themselves saved and that was why their ser-
mons were dull and uninspiring. God did not speak through 
ministers with Harvard and Yale degrees; he spoke through 
those whom he had personally touched with the lightning of 
his grace, no matter if they had not spent a day in a school-
room. Their holiness was demonstrated by the excitement 
they aroused. 

Traditional ministers, known as “Old Lights,” responded 
to attacks on them by denouncing the “New Light” revival-
ists as deluded. Charles Chauncy, a Boston Congregational-
ist, wrote that a revivalist in the city “mistakes the working 
of his own passions for divine communications, and fancies 



himself immediately inspired by the spirit of God, when all 
the while, he is under no other influence than that of an over-
heated imagination.” Others described “New Light” sermons 
as “wild extempore Jargon, nauseous to any chaste or refin’d 
Ear.” Chauncy sardonically observed that people who were 
saved with great “out-Cries, Faintings and Fits” exhibited, 
after the revival was over, “the same Pride and Vanity, the 
same Luxury and Intemperance, the same lying and tricking 
and cheating, as before.”

With Old Light and New Light ministers at loggerheads, 
the Congregationalists and Presbyterians split into two (and 
often additional) churches. They “Divide and Sub-divide,” a 
North Carolina minister wrote, “Split into Parties—Rail at 
and excommunicate one another—Turn out of Meeting, and 
receive into another.” Thus were born two sturdy American 
religious traditions: the periodic revival and the bewildering 
multiplicity of denominations.

The Great Awakening also marked the beginnings of what 
a historian has called “the feminization of American Prot-
estantism.” In 1700, religion and church affairs were the af-
fairs of menfolk. By 1800, 75 percent of Protestant church 
 members in the United States were women. The religious 

profile of colonial Americans was also turned on its head. 
Before the revivals, the three largest religious groups in the 
colonies were the Anglicans, Congregationalists, and Quak-
ers. By the end of the century, the three largest were the Bap-
tists, New Light Presbyterians, and Methodists, a denomina-
tion taking shape in Great Britain during the same years as 
the Great Awakening in the colonies.

BRITAIN’S GLORIOUS TRIUMPH
Europe’s “long peace” ended in 1739 when Parliament de-
clared war on Spain. Ostensibly, all Britain was enraged 
when a merchant, Robert Jenkins, carrying one of his ears 
in a display case, told everyone who asked (and some who 
did not) that it had been cut off by a Spanish customs agent. 
Actually, more signifi cant confl icts with Spain had been pil-
ing up for several years. In the colonies, Spanish Florida had 
been fi ghting a miniwar with British South Carolina and 
newly founded Georgia. In the north, French freebooters 
were raiding New England shipping again, then taking ref-
uge in the fortress of Louisbourg on Cape Breton Island.

King George’s War
The War of Jenkin’s Ear merged into the War of the Austrian 
Succession when Prussia (then a French ally) attacked  Austria 
(backed by Great Britain after 1743). Americans again had 
their own name for the confl ict: King George’s War.

Georgia and South Carolina exchanged attacks with 
 Florida with Indians fighting on both sides. Petite guerre
flickered on the New England frontier. The great event in 
the north was when, in 1745, a force of 4,000 militia, mostly 
from Massachusetts, besieged and captured Louisbourg 
Never had colonial soldiers won such a victory. Louisbourg 
was a state-of-the-art fortress; the French boasted that it was 
impregnable, “the Gibraltar of North America.” New Eng-
landers had a right to exult.

But their joy was short-lived. Three years later, in the 
Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle, the British returned Louisbourg 
to France in return for French concessions elsewhere. 
 Parliament reimbursed Massachusetts for the expenses of the 
Louisbourg campaign, but there was no way to restore the 
500 lives lost at the fortress, nor to compensate for the fact 
that Louisbourg-based French ships resumed harassment of 
New England merchants and fishermen.

The peace lasted eight years. And the war between France 
and Britain that erupted in 1756 (called the Seven Years’ 
War in Europe) differed significantly from the three Anglo-
French conflicts that preceded it. First, it was a worldwide 
war; the British and French faced off on the high seas, in the 
West Indies, and in India, as well as in Europe and North 
America. Second, the war began in North America. It was 
not a European war into which the colonies were sucked; it 
was an American war that, within a few years, involved all of 
Europe’s military powers. And, after a false start, Parliament 
proclaimed the North American theater the most impor-
tant of all, with the object being the expulsion of the French 
from North America.
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MAP 6:1 French and British Empires in North America
France claimed much more American acreage than Britain did. 
However, beyond an agricultural belt along the St. Lawrence 
River and in the Mississippi Delta, the cities of Montreal and 
Quebec and the towns of New Orleans, Biloxi, and Mobile, 
French America was little more than trading posts and forts 
scattered in wilderness that was, in reality, the Indians’ country.
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Enter George Washington
On the face of it, the British position in North America 
was stronger than France’s and Spain’s. The population of 
the British colonies was 1.2 million. There were only about 
50,000 whites in French America, fewer than 20,000 Spanish 
north of Mexico. For the fi rst time, Britain sent a large force 
of professsional soldiers to America. They soon outnum-
bered French troops stationed there.

However, the balance of military power was not that sim-
ple. The French had won the goodwill of the Indian tribes 
west of the Appalachians between the Ohio River and the 
Great Lakes. Virginia claimed this region, the “Ohio Coun-
try.” Wealthy Virginians, among them a 22-year-old planter 

named George Washington, were already speculating in land 
there. The speculators held title to vast tracts of forest that 
they intended to survey and subdivide into farms to sell or 
rent to settlers. But their plans were delusions—their titles 
were worthless—as long as the Ohio Country remained the 
domain of the Indians who occupied it. 

The Indians—Shawnees, Delawares, Miamis—aligned 
themselves with New France because the French had no 
thoughts of populating the Ohio Country with farmers; 
indeed, thinly populated New France lacked the capabil-
ity of doing so. But the French supported Indian determi-
nation to hold the Ohio Country because they purchased 
French goods with hides and furs. The French and the 
Indians of the Ohio Country needed one another. With-
out their Indian allies, the French could not have stopped 
British settlement. Without French arms and forest forts 
to which to retreat, the Indians would, in time, lose their 
lands to the Virginians.

In 1753, the French began to lay out a string of forts in 
what is now western Pennsylvania. An alarmed Governor 
Robert Dinwiddie of Virginia sent George Washington west 
to inform the French that they were trespassing. French of-
ficers received Washington cordially but rejected Virginia’s 
claims to the land. Although he had no military experience, 
Washington was sent back west with an absurdly small armed 
force to build a fort for Virginia where the Allegheny and 
Monongahela Rivers join to form the Ohio (the site of Pitts-
burgh today). He never got that far. Run off by Indians and 
French soldiers, Washington holed up in appropriately named 
Fort Necessity; it was nothing more than a palisade, hurriedly 
slapped together. He was “soundly defeated” (Washington’s 
words) in a skirmish he sensibly kept almost bloodless and 
went home. The French built Fort Duquesne at the conjunc-
tion of the three rivers.

Disaster in the Forest
Washington’s humiliation prompted Parliament to send 
1,400 regulars commanded by General Edward Braddock to 
Virginia. Washington was named Braddock’s American aide 
in charge of about 450 Virginia volunteers. Braddock was 
a famously brave soldier, and he had the men to take Fort 
Duquesne in a cakewalk. It was manned by just 72 French 
soldiers, 150 Canadian volunteers, and 600 Indians. Indeed, 
when the Indians in the fort learned of Braddock’s strength, 
they told the French commander they were leaving. He 
 persuaded them to stay by devising a plan to leave the 
fort and launch a surprise attack on Braddock’s column in 
the forest.

It was the kind of battle that suited the Indians; in-
deed, it was Indian warfare. And the plan worked perfectly. 
 Washington had warned Braddock of the possibility of an 
ambush, urging him to send scouting parties far in advance 
of the column. But the “American style” of war was alien to 
Braddock; he waved his aide off. The French and Indians 
hit the British and Virginians in a stretch of woods cleared 
of underbrush by burning. They were hidden, but they had 

American Fighting Men: An Opinion Poll
George Washington claimed that his Virginians fought much 
better at Braddock’s defeat than the British regulars. If so, it 
was an aberration according to the British commanders in 
the French and Indian War. A sampling of their opinions of 
American militiamen:

General Braddock: “slothful and languid”
General Abercromby: “vagabonds”
Lord Loudoun: “the lowest dregs”
General Wolfe: “contemptible cowards”
General Forbes: “the scum of the worst of people . . . a bad 

collection of broken Innkeepers, Horse Jockeys, and Indian 
traders”

Embarrassing Atrocities
The new “civilized” European warfare of the eighteenth- 
century provided that soldiers who surrendered be treated 
decently and permitted to depart. This “rule of war” was, 
however, at odds with Indian attitudes toward those (other 
Indians or whites) who lost a battle. Usually, most of the men 
were killed and most of the women and children adopted into 
the victorious tribe or enslaved.

This cultural clash led to a number of (from the French and 
British perspectives) unintended atrocities. On one of George 
Washington’s western expeditions, his Indian allies killed 
several French prisoners before he could stop them. In 1756, 
the French and Indians captured 1,600 British and colonial 
prisoners at Fort Oswego on Lake Ontario. The Indians 
massacred 50 soldiers before the French called them off by 
promising them twenty women and children for adoption. In 
1757, General Montcalm urged the British garrison at Fort 
William Henry to surrender while “I have it yet in my power 
to restrain the Savages.” After destroying all the liquor in 
the fort, the British commander agreed. But Montcalm was 
unable to restrain his allies until they had killed about 270 
mostly sick and wounded soldiers.



clear shots to the narrow road Braddock’s army was build-
ing. They hit the British vanguard with a devastating  volley; 
 fifteen of  eighteen British officers were killed within ten min-
utes. The soldiers in the van ran to the rear in a panic just 
as the main body of troops was rushing forward to support 
them. In the confusion—the British tried to form a battle 
line on a front just 100 feet wide—the Indians could hardly 
miss. Braddock himself was shot and died a short time later. 
Washington managed to organize the remnant of the army, 
and a remnant is what it was. Two-thirds of the British and 
Virginians were killed or captured. The French and Indians 
lost only twenty-three killed and twenty wounded.

Pitt,  Amherst, and Wolfe
Braddock’s disaster was just the beginning. The over-
all commander of British troops in the colonies, John 
 Campbell, Lord Loudoun (whose personal baggage fi lled an 
entire ship) was ineffective. General James Abercromby was 
 utterly  incompetent; with 12,000 troops he was soundly de-
feated by 3,000 French and Indians under Louis de Mont-
calm near New York’s Lake George. The war seemed to be 
heading for a conclusion like the endings of King William’s, 
Queen Anne’s, and King George’s wars, with a negotiated 
peace that left New France and their Indian allies dominant 
in the West.

Then, a remarkable politician, energetic and imagina-
tive, took charge of the war in Parliament. William Pitt in-
sisted that, whatever happened elsewhere, France had to be 
driven out of North America once and for all. He sent only 
a token army to Europe and, with borrowed money, paid 
huge subsidies to Prussia to tie down the French army, pre-
venting France from matching the massive force Pitt sent to 
North America: more than 20,000 soldiers. Pitt also recruited 
about 11,000 Americans into the regular army and won the 
 enthusiastic support of colonial militias by, for the first time, 
recognizing the ranks colonial assemblies had bestowed on 
American officers.

Pitt also picked the right generals. He put the able  Jeffery 
Amherst in overall command with instructions to strike 
at New France’s strongpoints, Louisbourg and  Quebec. 
Amherst commanded the Louisbourg campaign, but the 
assault that captured the fortress was led by the young 
General James Wolfe. Actually, Wolfe was very lucky. He 
was trying to call off the attack on the fortress but could 
not get his orders to the front lines and the French pan-
icked. Amherst was impressed. He put Wolfe in charge of 
an advance on Quebec via the St. Lawrence River while 
Amherst, after returning to New York, would lead a sec-
ond army to the city overland via the Hudson River and 
Lake Champlain.
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General James Wolfe died in the climactic battle for Quebec, but not before he learned of his unlikely victory. A difficult, 
eccentric man in life, the dead Wolfe was immortalized as a national hero without an equal until Horatio Nelson’s great 
naval victory at Trafalgar half a century later. The pensive Indian is an Iroquois. Indians were unimportant in the fight 
for Quebec—it was a classic European battle—but vital to the British and French in other confrontations.
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The Fall of an Empire
Amherst was delayed and Wolfe found himself alone below 
Quebec’s cliffs. Artillery on his ships battered the city, but 
several frontal attacks were easily repulsed. Wolfe then tried 
to draw the French commmander, Montcalm, out of Quebec 
by laying waste to a thousand French farms, but Montcalm 
sat tight. It was September 1759. The leaves were turning; the 
Canadian winter was weeks away. Montcalm reasoned cor-
rectly that Wolfe would soon have to retire to winter quarters 
in Louisbourg.

Wolfe also felt the temperature dropping and gambled. 
Under cover of night on September 12, he led 4,000 men and 
a few cannon up Quebec’s 250-foot cliffs on a steep, narrow 
trail that the French had left virtually unguarded. When the 
sun rose next day, Montcalm was stunned to see a British 
army in battle formation on open ground called the Plains 
of Abraham. 

Montcalm’s situation was from from desperate. His 
troops outnumbered Wolfe’s, and he had the artillery with 
which to bombard Wolfe’s exposed army. Wolfe’s line of 
supply was vulnerable. Montcalm could have sat tight or 
ordered a force of 3,000 French troops nearby to attack 
Wolfe from the rear. Instead, he did the one thing that gave 
the British army tactical equality. He marched his army out 
of Quebec to battle Wolfe in a  classic eighteenth-century 

European battle. At 130 yards—too distant for the mus-
kets of the day to be effective—the French battle line fired 
a volley. The British did not respond. At 100 yards—just 
about the muskets’ maximum range—the French volleyed 
again. Again, the British guns were silent. Again at 70 yards 
the French fired and, this time, British soldiers crumpled 
to the ground. But—and here one wonders how—Wolfe’s 
line remained intact. Only when the French had closed to 
40 yards—slaughtering range—did the British fire, liter-
ally mowing the French soldiers down like grass. The bat-
tle lasted fifteen minutes. Both Montcalm and Wolfe were 
killed, but the British occupied Quebec.

There was fighting elsewhere; and bickering over the 
terms of the peace dragged on for three years. In terms of 
consequences, however, the fall of Quebec was one of the half 
dozen most important battles ever fought in North America. 
In the Peace of Paris of 1763, the map of the continent was 
redrawn. Great Britain took Florida from Spain and all of 
Canada from France. To compensate Spain for the loss of 
Florida, France was forced to surrender Louisiana, the central 
third of what is now the United States, to Spain. The sprawl-
ing French American empire in the Western Hemisphere was 
reduced to its possessions in the West Indies and two tiny, 
rocky islands in the North Atlantic useful only as shelters for 
French fishermen.
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DISCOVERY

What were the motives of the various companies and proprietors who founded 
colonies in North America? Why did the English king and the Parliament 
encourage them to do so?

Economics and Technology: Thomas Mun’s “English Treasure by Foreign Trade” was a systematic presentation of 
the principles of “mercantilism,” the dominant economic philosophy in Europe during the 1600s and 1700s. Why 
did Mun make exports central to the economic health of the nation?  In what ways did the African slave trade, as 
illustrated in these figures, fit into the mercantalist scheme of things?

English Mercantilism

Although a Kingdom may be enriched by 
gifts received, or by purchase taken from 
some other Nations, yet these are things 
uncertain and of small consideration when 
they happen. The ordinary means therefore 
to increase our wealth and treasure is by 
Forraign Trade, wherein wee must ever 
observe this rule; to sell more to strangers 
yearly than wee consume of theirs in value. 
For suppose that when this Kingdom is 
plentifully served with the Cloth, Lead, Tin, 
Iron, Fish and other native commodities, 
we doe yearly export the overplus to 

forraign Countreys to the value of twenty-
two hundred thousand pounds; by which 
means we are enabled beyond the Seas to 
buy and bring in forraign wares for our 
use and Consumptions, to the value of 
twenty hundred thousand pounds: By this 
order duly kept in our trading, we may rest 
assured that the kingdom shall be enriched 
yearly two hundred thousand pounds, 
which must be brought to us in so much 
Treasure; because that part of our stock 
which is not returned to us in wares must 
necessarily be brought home in treasure . . .
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MAP 6:2 The Atlantic Slave TradeTypical advertisement
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To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”

Why was there so widespread a religious revival in the colonies in the 1730s? Had 
Americans become irreligious?  What was missing in the largest churches so that so 
many people were open to a new religious enthusiasm?

Religion and Philosophy: Jonathan Edwards of Northampton in Massachusetts was the most brilliant of the preachers of the 
Great Awakening, a widespread religious revival in the 1730s and 1740s. What is the nature of Edwards’s religion as reflected in
his greatest sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” and his account of “The Great Awakening in New Hampshire”?

“Jonathan Edwards, ‘Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God’”

Your wickedness makes you as it were heavy as lead, and to 
tend downwards with great weight and pressure towards 
hell; and if God should let you go, you would immediately 
sink and swiftly descend and plunge into the bottomless 
gulf, and your healthy constitution, and your own care and 
prudence, and best contrivance, and all your righteousness, 
would have no more influence to uphold you and keep 
you out of hell, than a spider’s web would have to stop a 
fallen rock. Were it not for the sovereign pleasure of God, 

the earth would not bear you one moment; for you are a 
burden to it. . . . There are black clouds of God’s wrath now 
hanging directly over your heads, full of the dreadful storm, 
and big with thunder; and were it not for the restraining 
hand of God, it would immediately burst forth upon you. 
The sovereign pleasure of God, for the present, stays his 
rough wind; otherwise it would come with fury, and your 
destruction would come like a whirlwind, and you would 
be like the chaff of the summer threshing floor.

That world of misery, that lake of burning brimstone, is extended abroad under you. There is the dreadful pit of the glowing 

fl ames of the wrath of God; there is hell’s wide gaping mouth open; and you have nothing to stand upon, nor any thing to take 

hold of: there is nothing between you and hell but the air; it is only the power and mere pleasure of God that holds you up. 

“Jonathan Edwards, ‘The Great Awakening in New Hampshire ca. 1735’”

Though the work was glorious, yet I was filled with con cern 
about the effect it might have upon others. I was ready to 
conclude, (though too rashly) that some would be hardened 
by it, in carelessness and looseness of life; and would take 
occasion from it to open their mouths in reproaches of 
religion. But the event was the reverse, to a wonderful degree. 
God made it, I suppose, the greatest occasion of awakening 
to others, of any thing that ever came to pass in the town. . . 
. The news of it seemed to be almost like a flash of lightning,
upon the hearts of young people, all over the town, and 
upon many others. Those persons amongst us, who used 
to be farthest from seriousness, and that I most feared 
would make an ill improvement of it, seemed greatly to be 
awakened with it.  . . . 

Presently upon this, a great and earnest concern about 
the great things of religion, and the eternal world, became 

universal in all parts of the town, and among persons of all 
degrees, and all ages. . . . all other talk but about spiritual 
and eternal things, was soon thrown by. . . .  Other discourse 
than of the things of religion, would scarcely be tolerated in 
any company.  The minds of people were wonderfully taken 
off from the world, it was treated amongst us as a thing of 
very little consequence. They seemed to follow their worldly 
business, more as a part of their duty, than from any 
disposition they had to it; the temptation now seemed to 
lie on that hand, to neglect worldly affairs too much, and to 
spend too much time in the immediate exercise of religion. 
This was exceedingly misrepresented by reports that were 
spread in distant parts of the land, as though the people 
here had wholly thrown by all worldly business, and betook 
themselves entirely to reading and praying, and such like 
religious exercises. 

Particularly, I was surprized with the relation of a young woman, who had been one of the greatest company-keepers in 

the whole town. When she came to me, I had never heard that she was become in any wise serious, but by the conversa tion 

I then had with her, it appeared to me, that what she gave an account of, was a glorious work of God’s infi nite power and 

sovereign grace; and that God had given her a new heart, truly broken and sanctifi ed. I could not then doubt of it, and have 

seen much in my acquaintance with her since to con fi rm it.
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Chapter 7

Family Quarrels
Dissension in the Colonies 1763–1770

Magnanimity in politics is not seldom the truest wisdom; and a great Empire and 
little minds go ill together.

—Edmund Burke

What turned conservative men like Oliver Wolcott into rebels 
was the Crown’s mismanagement of a reform of the adminis-
tration of the British Empire combined with the refusal of colo-
nial politicians to accept any deviation from the beneficent old 
policy of “salutary neglect.” As the British saw it, the Americans 
refused to shoulder the responsibilities along with the privileges 
of being British.  The sequence of events that led from 1763 to 
the War for Independence is not a story of  American righteous-
ness versus British villainy; it is merely history.

IMPERIAL PROBLEMS
Wolfe’s capture of Quebec put Canada in British hands. Even 
before negotiators gathered in Paris to write a treaty, how-
ever, there was a debate as to whether the British should keep 
Canada as the spoils of war or give the colony back to France 
and keep the French West Indian islands of Martinique and 
Guadaloupe (also in British hands) as their reward. 

Canada or Sugar?
The debate was heated. At least sixty-fi ve pamphlets arguing 
the point were published. In the House of Lords, the Duke of 
Bedford argued that Britain should return Canada to France. 
Endless forest was not so grand a trophy. (The French philoso-
pher Voltaire called Canada “a few acres of snow.”) The Indians 
of Canada and the Ohio Valley— former French  allies—were 
numerous, powerfuI, and hostile. Canada’s 50,000 habitants,
the French Canadians—all Roman Catholics!—would be 
nothing but trouble. The British had deported a few thousand 
Acadians out of fear of a rebellion. The  Catholic Irish had 
been a headache for two centuries. What sense did it make to 
take another alien people into the empire?

Martinique and Guadaloupe, by way of contrast, could 
be managed by small military garrisons. They were tiny. The 

1
763, the year of the Peace of Paris, was an annus
mirabilis, a year of miracles, for the British Empire. 
Great Britain had defeated France in India, the West 
Indies, and North America. Britain’s ally, Prussia, 
had fought the French to a standstill in Europe. 

In the colonies, news of the terms of the treaty was greeted 
with the ringing of church bells from New Hampshire to 
 Georgia. Americans were exultant. It was good to be British, 
to be a part of the empire that had humbled Europe’s richest 
and most powerful nation. The Reverend Thomas Barnard 
of Massachusetts, preaching to the governor and assembly, 
proclaimed that “Now commences the Era of our quiet En-
joyment of Liberties.” He called on Americans to serve and 
honor “Our indulgent Mother, who has most generously res-
cued and protected us . . . with all Duty, Love and Gratitude, 
til time shall be no more.”

It was not to be quite like that. In 1775, a brief twelve years 
later, the same Americans who celebrated in 1763—a good 
many of them—were oiling their muskets and learning how 
to be soldiers—to fight the British army.

One of those men, Oliver Wolcott of Connecticut, won-
dered what had gone wrong. “So strong had been the At-
tachment” of Americans to Great Britain, he wrote, that “the 
Abilities of a Child might have governed this Country.”

Wolcott blamed the colonial rebellion on British folly, 
incompetence, and tyranny. He had a point about folly and 
incompetence. Parliament’s colonial policy was marked by 
blunders after stupidities upon miscalculations. But it would 
be a mistake, given the education in tyranny that the twen-
tieth century has provided, to entertain Wolcott’s claim that 
British rule was tyrannical. Always excepting the slaves, 
whose tyrants were closer to home than King George III, co-
lonial Americans enjoyed more political and personal free-
dom than any people on the continent of Europe, in Africa, 
Asia, or South America.



French planters who lived on the islands cared less about 
the design of the flag flying over the harbor forts than the 
fact that the soldiers there were primed to keep the masses 
of mistreated slaves in check and the profits from growing 
sugar rolling in. Sugar was white gold. Each year,  Guadaloupe 
alone would send sugar worth £6 million to Great Britain; 
Canada’s annual exports were a mere £14,000. Before the 
war, two-thirds of France’s exports had gone to the West 
 Indies: luxuries for the planters, cheap clothing and shoes for 

the slaves, and, every year, more slaves from Africa. Now that 
lucrative market would be Britain’s.

There was yet another argument in favor of keeping the 
sugar islands and giving Canada back. By 1763, the thirteen 
 Atlantic colonies constituted a substantial country. Was it 
not possible?—was it not likely?— that the Americans had 
been loyal to Great Britain only because they feared the 
French and their Indian allies? Remove the French from 
Canada, thus choking off the Indians’ supply of arms, and 

1760 1762 1764 1766 1768 1770

Quarrels with the Mother Country 1760–1770

1760 Popular George III crowned King of Britain

1764 Sugar Act; unpopular duties on molasses

1766 Stamp Act repealed; Parliament reduces duty on molasses

1767 Townshend Duties; colonial boycott

1765 Stamp Act; widespread resistance; Sons of Liberty formed; Stamp Act
 Congress meets in Philadelphia

1763 Pontiac’s Rebellion; Proclamation of 1763 halts western settlement

Townshend Duties repealed, except tea tax  1770
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White Gold, Black Death
Sugar was the most profitable crop 
grown in the British and French 
empires. In Great Britain, per capita 
consumption of sugar doubled every 
twenty years as people with a few 
shillings to spare became addicted 
to sweet coffee, tea, chocolate, 
candies, and cakes. Even the poorest 
Londoners smeared molasses on their 
bread. 

There was little art in cultivating and 
processing sugar cane. Cuttings were 
planted in holes dug with hoes. There 
was no plowing, no need for livestock 
except to pull wagons. Cane is ready 
to harvest after fifteen months, but in 
the tropics, it can be planted almost 
any time, so the work for African slaves 
was constant. Nor was it just fieldwork. 
Once cut, the cane was crushed to extract 
a juice that was boiled, skimmed, and 
cooled in hellish “boiler houses” like this 
one. This process separated the sugar 
crystals from the molasses, much of which 
was distilled into rum in New England.

Sugar production was “labor intensive” 
almost beyond belief. An astonishing 150 

slaves were needed to tend 100 acres 
of cane, three or four times as many as 
were needed to grow tobacco. The labor 
was heavier than tending tobacco and 
the West Indies were less healthy than 
the mainland colonies. Sugar devoured 
African lives. Unlike North American 
slave owners, sugar planters found it 
cheaper to work their slaves to death 

all the while they imported new ones.
Between 1700 and 1775, 1.2 million 
Africans were brought to just the British 
West Indies. Women were worked as 
hard as men; their fertility was low and 
miscarriages were common. Indeed, slave 
women were known to smother their 
newborns rather than raise them to the 
life of misery they knew.
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the  Americans would no longer need British military pro-
tection. They might well unite, in the words of a Swedish 
observer, Peter Kalm, and “shake off the yoke of the English 
monarchy.” The French Foreign Minister, the Duc de Choi-
seul, agreed— although he did not publish his opinion. Pri-
vately, to the other French  negotiators, he predicted that with 
Canada in British hands, the Americans would soon find 
British rule a burden and rebel. 

In the end, Great Britain kept Canada. There was a 
£140 million national debt to pay. If Canada (and  Louisiana) 
remained French, another expensive North American war 
was inevitable. Influential colonials like former Governor 
William Shirley of Massachusetts and Benjamin Franklin, 
who was living in London as Pennsylvania’s lobbyist, war-
bled lyrically of the potential of the Canadian landmass. 
 Americans generally were overjoyed. 
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Wilmington
Philadelphia

British

Forts Lost or Abondoned to Indians

Fort Detroit Fort Pitt

Fort Niagara

Forts Successfully Defended

MAP 7:1 The Proclamation of 1763 and Pontiac’s Uprising. Pontiac’s well-coordinated warriors either 
captured or forced the abandonment of all the forts the British had inherited from France except Fort Niagara, 
Fort Detroit, and Fort Pitt (Pittsburgh). The multitribal assault was devastating. For a brief moment, as in King 
Philip’s War eighty-eight years earlier, the Indians seemed to have halted white incursions into their lands. 
Like Metacomet before him, however, Pontiac was defeated.



Habitants and Indians
In the Peace of Paris, “His Britannick Majesty” agreed “to 
grant the liberty of the Catholick religion to the inhabitants 
of Canada.” It was—with the Canadian population totally 
Catholic—a necessary concesssion but, given English anti-
Catholicism, no less signifi cant. English Catholics, few as they 
were in 1763, were saddled with disabilities under the “penal 
laws.” They could not attend university or sit in  Parliament, 
and they had to pay an annual tax. The few Catholics in the 
thirteen colonies were generally unmolested but, except in 
Rhode Island and Pennsylvania, their civil rights were re-
stricted too. And there was a big difference between tolerat-
ing a Catholic minority in Maryland and the odd Romish 
church in Philadelphia and New York and coming to terms 
with sprawling Canada where almost everyone, Indians in-
cluded, was Catholic.

Still, as in Ireland, the British held the power in Canada 
and the habitants had no background in representative gov-
ernment nor in making demands of authorities except in 
humble petitions. New France had been governed by the 
military. To French Canadians, taking orders from army of-
ficers in red uniforms was not much different in day-to-day 
terms than taking orders from French officers in white, blue, 
and buff. By dealing diplomatically with the testy but real-
istic bishop and priests of the Canadian Church, the  British 
generals in Canada were able to govern the new province 
without significant resistance.

The Indians of the Ohio Valley presented a far more dif-
ficult problem. Unlike the French army, the warriors of the 
Ohio Country had not been decisively defeated in battle. The 
Treaty of Paris might tell them they were now subjects of 
King George. In reality, they were still securely in possession 
of the forests west of the Appalachians and comfortable in a 
way of life that was nearly intact. 

The army blundered immediately in dealing with the In-
dians. General Jeffery Amherst looked on them as “wretched 
people” whose proper condition was subjection. He in-
formed the western tribes that they would not receive the 
regular gifts of blankets, iron and brass tools, and vessels, 
firearms, and liquor that the French had provided as part of 
their alliance.

Neolin, a religious leader of the Delawares, a tribe that 
had been driven west by colonial expansion, preached that 
“if you suffer the English among you, you are dead men.” An 
 Ottawa chieftain, Pontiac (“I am a Frenchman and will die a 
 Frenchman.”) took action, attacking the fort at Detroit, an 
 Indian refuge under the French, now a hostile British out-
post.  Pontiac was joined by eighteen tribes on a thousand-
mile front. Detroit and Fort Pitt (formerly Fort Duquesne) 
held out but, in little more than a month, ten other west-
ern forts were overrun; 500 soldiers and perhaps 2,000 co-
lonials were killed, more than were lost in any battle of the 
French and Indian War. An unnerved Amherst spoke of 
germ  warfare—“Try to innoculate the Indians by means of 
 Blankets, as well as to try Every other Method than can serve 
to Extirpate this Execrable Race”—although his  instructions 

were not  carried out. Militarily, however, the British forces 
quickly  regrouped and defeated Pontiac at Bushy Run near 
 Pittsburgh. Even then, they had only stunned the Indians, 
not “extirpated” them. Amherst resumed the gift giving in 
October 1763.

The Proclamation of 1763
In order to let tempers cool, the Crown drew an imaginary 
line on the Appalachian divide, the crest between the sources 
of the rivers that emptied into the Atlantic and those that 
fl owed into the Ohio–Mississippi River system. The king pro-
claimed, “We do strictly forbid, on pain of our displeasure, 
all our loving subjects from making any purchases or settle-
ments whatever” west of the line. Frontiersmen and women 
already living west of the mountains were ordered to return 
east of the divide. Impatient emigrants were urged to settle 
in northern New England, Upper Canada (Ontario), Georgia, 
and Florida. Land sales west of the Appalachians ceased.

The Proclamation Line was, as one land speculator, George 
Washington, put it, “a temporary expedient to quiet the 
minds of the Indians.” No one considered the Proclamation 
Line permanent. Indeed, royal superintendents of Indian af-
fairs began to purchase land west of the line from Indians 
even before news of the proclamation had reached the more 
remote tribes. In the south, the Line of 1763 was redrawn—
farther west— within a few months. Regularly over the next 
decade, trans-Appalachian lands were opened to speculation 
and settlement.

Nevertheless, by interfering temporarily, even on paper, 
with the colonial lust for land, British policy touched a ten-
der nerve. A few years later, Americans would remember the 
Proclamation of 1763 as an early example of King George 
III’s campaign to throttle their “liberties.”

Money, Money, Money 
Rattled by Pontiac’s rebellion, General Amherst asked 
 London for a permanent American garrison of 5,000 to 

£/s/d
The British monetary unit was (and is) the pound sterling, 
designated by a stylized capital L with a horizontal slash: 
£. (“L” is the first letter of the Latin word for pound.) Since 
1970, British money has been decimalized: there are 100 New 
Pence (p) to the pound. Before 1970—and in the eighteenth 
century—British coinage was more complex. The pound 
was divided into 20 shillings, designated “s”.  The shilling 
was divided into 20 pence (“d” for the Latin word for penny, 
denarius).

So, prices, debts, and other values were expressed in 
pounds, shillings, and pence: £/s/d. The smallest British coin 
was the farthing: one-fourth of a penny; there was also a 
half penny, pronounced “ha’penny.” The guinea, only briefly 
a coin but often used in stating prices, particularly in shops 
specializing in expensive goods, was 21s. (£1/1s).

IMPERIAL PROBLEMS 115



116 Chapter 7 Family Quarrels

6,000 troops. Parliament surprised everyone by sending him 
10,000.  Although—several years later—Americans would 
say that so many redcoats—far more than had ever been 
stationed in the colonies in peacetime—were sent to police 
them, Parliament’s motives were more innocent. The Crown 
was faced with thousands of French and Indian War veter-
ans in Britain, and the British had never been comfortable 
with a standing army at home. To discharge so many men 
at a stroke would have led to social tumult that would cost 
far more to address than the soldiers’ wages, not to mention 
acrimonious political debates.

Posting the veterans to North America seemed to be a win-
win solution to the problem. American duty was popular 
with the redcoats. The possibility of a renewed Indian threat 
was real enough, but with the French gone, there would be 
no large battles. And the colonials were, after all, patriotic 
Britons, not a subject people to be kept down like the Irish. 
In the Quartering Act of 1765, Parliament freed itself of sup-
porting the “pensioners” by requiring each colony to provide 
food, drink, and shelter for the soldiers stationed within their 
borders, a savings to Britain of about £200,000 a year.

The cost of supporting 10,000 soldiers was, however, the 
least of Parliament’s financial woes. William Pitt’s glorious 

war had been gloriously expensive, and Pitt had financed it 
by borrowing. In 1763, the national debt of £122.6 million 
was almost twice what it had been before the war; annual in-
terest alone was £4.4 million. The running costs of  governing 
the empire were up. Not only were there the new acquisi-
tions, annual administrative expenses in the thirteen main-
land colonies had quintupled during the war from £70,000 
to £350,000. 

Parliament consisted of two houses: the House of Lords in which seats 
were held by some 200 peers, nobles who inherited their titles, and 
the bishops of the Church of England; and the House of Commons, 
pictured here, to which 588 members were elected. In fact, noble 
families dominated the House of Commons, too. The small numbers 
of voters dependably chose the candidate the local lord selected, often 
the lord’s younger sons or other relatives. 
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Parliament and King
Parliament cut some expenditures sharply: The Royal Navy’s 
budget was slashed from £7 million in 1762 (the last year of 
actual fi ghting) to £2.8 million in 1766, and to £1.5 million in 
1769. Parliament might have economized further by cleaning 
up waste and corruption: bribes and kickbacks in awarding 
padded government contracts; parasites drawing big salaries 
for jobs with few or no duties; others drawing pensions for 
rendering no particular services.

But corruption and patronage were at the heart of eigh-
teenth century-government. Most of the men who sat in 
Parliament were of the same, small social class of landown-
ing families connected by intermarriage. The heads of these 
noble families, just 200 of them—dukes, marquesses, earls, 
and viscounts—sat in the House of Lords; they inherited their 
titles and seats in Parliament. Moreover, most members of the 
House of Commons, who were elected by a small electorate 
(300,000 men, 3 percent of the population) were members of 

Whigs and Tories
Both Whig and Tory, names of political tendencies in the 
eighteenth century and genuine political parties in the 
nineteenth, were originally insults. Whig was a derogatory 
term for anti-Catholic Scottish cattle rustlers—thieves, Tory
an insulting name applied to Irish Catholic robbers in Ulster, 
northern Ireland.

Just what the terms meant in politics changed over time. 
In the early eighteenth century, Tories believed in a powerful 
monarchy and hoped to restore the Stuart dynasty to the 
throne. England’s dwindling numbers of Catholic landowners 
were Tories, but most Tories were good Anglicans. The original 
Whigs were those who had driven the last Stuart king, James 
II, into exile in 1688 and who, in 1714, imported the German 
George I to be king in order to keep the Stuart pretender to 
the throne in exile. These Whigs believed in the supremacy 
of Parliament with the king little more than a ceremonial 
figurehead.

By the 1760s, realistic Tories had given up on restoring the 
Stuarts. (The last military attempt to do so was crushed in 
1746.) And George III, unlike his two predecessors, generally 
preferred Tory ministers to Whigs. Consequently, after 1776, 
American rebels called colonials who remained loyal to 
Britain Tories. A few called themselves Whigs, but “patriots” 
was a more popular name.



the same families, younger sons or cousins of peers, or gen-
tlemen who had married women of the nobility. Lords and 
commoners alike had yet other relations and friends looking 
to live off a bit of the patronage at Parliament’s disposal.

Although some members of Parliament called themselves 
“Whigs” and others “Tories,” there were no organized politi-
cal parties like those we know today. Rather, Parliament was 
a menage of factions, some of them held together by a prin-
ciple, some by blood and marriage, some just to comprise a 
bloc of votes to trade for patronage.

Britain’s kings could no longer govern by proclamation 
without Parliament’s approval. However, George III, crowned 
in 1760 at the age of 22, was an active and powerful politi-
cian. Some royal prerogatives survived; many members of 
Parliament believed in deferring to the king; and George had 
a considerable royal patronage at his disposal that he used to 
bind together his own faction in Parliament known as “the 
king’s friends.”

In 1776, rebellious Americans would denounce George III 
as a tyrant and a “royal brute,” blaming him for dozens of op-
pressions. In fact, the king had the support of a  comfortable 

majority in Parliament for every one of his actions. He was 
no tyrant. Ironically, George was a decent, sociable, and un-
affected person. He rarely wore a wig, even on state occa-
sions. His “common touch” was authentic. Interested in ag-
riculture, he could converse comfortably for hours with rude 
farmers, even pitch in to fork hay or try his hand guiding a 
plow. He was a faithful, loving husband and a doting father 
(he had fifteen children.), a rarity among kings, especially in 
his dynasty. In his job, he was conscientious, hard working, 
and well meaning.

Alas—it has run in the family ever since—he was not 
very bright and, in colonial matters, he shared the tunnel vi-
sion of the English upper class. His inability to conceive of 
the Americans as anything but ignorant, rustic yokels who 
should do as their betters told them to do was to prove disas-
trous. But he was far from alone in that prejudice.

George Grenville
The unenviable job of resolving Britain’s fi nancial crisis fell 
to George Grenville, who, in 1763, was named First Lord of the 
Treasury (Secretary of the Treasury, we would say) over the 
objections of King George, who disliked him intensely, in part 
because he was highly intelligent and paraded his abilities in 
front of the less talented, including the king.  Grenville was 
an expert in fi nance and—by the standards of his times—
 something of a visionary.

Grenville understood that the empire had become too 
vast and the colonies too scattered to be managed by the old 
policy of “salutary neglect.” There were twenty colonies just 
in the Western Hemisphere. If each of them, from populous 
Massachusetts and Virginia to newly acquired Canada and 
Barbados, Jamaica, and other islands in the West Indies, was 
allowed to go its own way as in the past, the result would 
be chaos. It had been all very well before the French and 
 Indian War to wink at colonials playing fast and loose with 
trade laws. British merchants did £2 million in trade with 
 Americans yearly. But the huge national debt demanded an 
increase in revenue.

Grenville could not reduce the debt by raising taxes at 
home. Landowners were already paying 20 percent of their 
annual income in taxes. It seemed an easier task to list com-
modities that were not saddled with an excise than those that 
were. A foreigner living in London wrote

The English are taxed in the morning for the soap that 
washes their hands; at 9 for the coffee, the tea and the 
sugar they use at breakfast; at noon for the starch that 
powders their hair; at dinner for the salt that savours 
their meat; in the evening for the porter that cheers their 
spirits; all day long for the light that enters their win-
dows [each window in a house was taxed annually]; and 
at night for the candles that light them to bed.

Ordinary people were taxed more heavily than the com-
mon people of France, who thought they were mercilessly 
exploited. When Parliament levied a small tax on apple 
cider, the daily beverage in southwestern England, there 
were riots.

George III was popular in the colonies during the 1760s. 
Streets and taverns were named for him by the dozens. New 
Yorkers erected a splendid equestrian statue of the king (which 
was melted down to cast cannon after the Declaration of 
Independence). In England, the affable king remained popular 
after American independence.
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Not lost on Grenville nor on Parliament, while the per 
capita tax in Britain was 26s. a year, a British subject living in 
Massachusetts paid annual taxes of 1s, the average Virginian 
a mere 5d. And colonials had gained a great deal from the 
French and Indian War: the elimination of the French threat 
in the north and Spanish Florida in the south. Grenville con-
cluded that the colonials had to shoulder a heavier financial 
burden.

There was no faulting Grenville’s reasoning. Indeed, none 
of the Americans who protested British tax policies after 1763 
denied that the colonies had a moral obligation to contribute 
financially to the empire. Unhappily, if the thirteen colonial 
assemblies had been willing to vote Grenville the money he 
said the Exchequer had to have, they never got the chance 
to do so. Grenville did not request grants from each colony 
as his predecessors, including his brother-in-law,  William 
Pitt, had done. He bundled his money problem together 
with his intention to bring order to the administration of the 
empire with Parliament in charge. Grenville expected that 
 Parliament would tell the Americans how much they would 
pay in taxes and what kind of taxes they would pay, and that 
the Americans would do so.

The Sugar Act
The Molasses Act of 1733 was the kind of law that, Grenville 
believed, had to be overhauled. Its 6d. per gallon tax on molas-
ses imported from the French West Indies was so high that, 
merchants claimed, they could not pay it and still make a profi t. 
Many importers presented customs collectors with fraudulent 
documents certifying that their cargos of French molasses 
came from British sugar islands. If the phoney papers were 
accompanied by a bribe of a penny or two per gallon, many 
customs agents accepted them. If bribery failed and import-
ers were arrested as smugglers, they could usually count on 
local juries (their neighbors) to acquit them regardless of the 
evidence against them and, perhaps, to join them afterwards 
for a tot of rum. John Hancock of Boston, the richest man 
in Massachusetts and later a vociferous advocate of American 
independence, made his bundle smuggling French molasses.

Grenville’s Sugar Act of 1764 was intended both to clean 
up customs collection and to generate revenue to reduce the 
national debt. The Sugar Act enlarged the colonial customs 
service and provided that accused smugglers be tried in vice 
admiralty courts in which judges, many of them British, and 
not local juries, decided innocence or guilt. To make obeying 
the law more palatable to American merchants, Grenville re-
duced the duty on molassses to 3d. a gallon, not much more 
than the traditional bribe. He estimated that the Sugar Act 
would bring in between £40,000 and £100,000 a year. (The 
act also levied duties on some wines, coffee, silks, and other 
luxury items.)

There were protests in New England and New York, where 
molasses was a major import. (It was distilled into rum, the 
poor man’s tipple and a lucrative export.) The Boston town 
meeting declared that citizens would buy no British goods of 
any kind until Parliament repealed the law. New York followed 
suit. Even “the young Gentlemen of Yale College” announced 
that they would not “make use of any foreign spirituous li-
quors” until Grenville backed down. Their sacrifice, appar-
ently heroic for college students, was really not much; there 
were oceans of domestic beer and cider for sale locally. 

Grenville shrugged. He assumed that the Americans 
simply did not want to pay any taxes, not an unreason-
able judgment: Massachusetts in particular had contrib-
uted little money to fighting the French and Indian War. 
 However, there were also principles at stake that Grenville 
and  Parliament refused to recognize.

The Rights of British Subjects
One of the “rights of British subjects” was the principle that 
the king’s subjects, through their elected representatives in 
Parliament, consented to all taxes levied upon them. The king 
alone could not tax them as kings had in the distant past, 
and the king of France was still proclaiming taxes. Without 
majority approval in the House of Commons, no money bill 
was valid. Colonials did not elect men to Parliament. There-
fore, Parliament had no authority to tax them. Only the thir-
teen colonial assemblies, their own little parliaments, could 
do that.

George Grenville was an aristocrat who climbed to the top of the 
slippery pole of British politics. He might have been remembered 
as a visionary who brought some order to the administration of the 
chaotic British Empire had colonials not resisted his Sugar Act of 
1764 and Stamp Act of 1765. Instead, he is remembered (in patriotic 
American history) as a minister who attempted to destroy American 
liberties. 
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In fact, Parliament had long collected money from colo-
nials. Under the terms of the Molasses Act of 1733, customs 
agents collected (or tried to collect) a tax in colonial ports 
without the consent of colonial assemblies. However, argued 
Daniel Dulany of Maryland, the Sugar Act differed in essen-
tials from the old Molasses Act. The purpose of Molasses Act 
duties was to regulate trade; it was designed to price French 
molasses out of the American market. The purpose of the 
Sugar Act, on the other hand, was to raise money. The official 
name of the Sugar Act was the American Revenue Act.

It was within Parliament’s power to regulate commerce by 
levying a duty on imports, Dulany and others said. But Par-
liament could raise money through taxation only from those 
who elected representatives to the House of Commons, the 
people of England and Scotland.

The Sugar Act raised other “rights” issues: the right of a 
British subject accused of a crime to be tried by a jury of 
his peers and the right of an accused criminal to be as-
sumed innocent until proved guilty. They were these trea-
sured rights, colonials believed, that set British subjects apart 
from—made them freer than—the French, Spanish, Poles, 
Chinese, Hottentots, and Shawnees of the world. By denying 
accused smugglers a jury trial and assuming their guilt until 
they proved their innocence, the procedure in vice admiralty 
courts, George Grenville and Parliament were tampering 
with the essence of Britishness.

It is impossible to know what would have happened if 
Grenville’s program had ended with the Sugar Act. The 
protest against the law was peaceful, the debate conducted 
on a high level. Daniel Dulany had a point, but so did his 
critics, who said that the intention of a law was irrelevant to 
its validity. The Sugar Act duties and the obnoxiousness of 
some of the vice-admiralty courts’ procedures affected very 
few people: men in the molasses business and—the taxes—

 consumers of rum. The boycott was a failure; it made hardly 
a blip in colonial imports from Great Britain. And when, in 
1766, the tax on molasses was reduced to a penny a gallon, 
the protests evaporated while “the principle of the thing” re-
mained intact.

THE CRISIS OF 1765
But Grenville did not stop with the Sugar Act. In 1765, he 
proposed and Parliament enacted the Stamp Act. This was a 
tax on colonials that touched a great many people and vio-
lated the principle of “no taxation without representation” 
without the ambiguity arising from the issue of regulating 
trade.

The English had been paying a stamp tax since 1694. In 
order to be binding, some legal documents had to be writ-
ten on stamped (embossed) paper purchased from the gov-
ernment. Massachusetts had experimented with a stamp tax 
in 1755. Purchase of the paper constituted the payment of a 
tax that could not be evaded without the possibility of the 
evader doing harm to himself. A sale of land not recorded 
on stamped paper was not a legal transaction; the buyer did 
not, in the law, own what he had purchased. Contracts writ-
ten on ordinary foolscap were, if taken to court, thrown out 
as invalid. 

The Stamp Act
Grenville’s Stamp Act of 1765, which applied only to the 
North American colonies, went further than the British or 
short-lived Massachusetts laws. In addition to legal docu-
ments such as wills, bills of sale, licenses, deeds, insurance 
policies, and contracts, the act required that newspapers, 
pamphlets, handbills, posters, even playing cards be printed 
on the embossed government paper. And it was expensive. 
Each copy of a newspaper was taxed 2s. A license to sell 
liquor cost £4 in addition to the fee for the license. A license 
to practice law was taxed £10. The tax varied from a half-
penny on a handbill announcing a sale of taffeta to £10 for 
a tavern keeper’s license to sell liquor. Grenville expected 
to make a great deal of money; to ensure that he did, he 
entrusted violations of the Stamp Act to the vice admiralty 
courts.

Grenville tried to curry favor in the colonies by offering 
generously paid collectorships to prominent Americans and 
pledging that all money raised by the Stamp Act would be 
spent solely in “defending, protecting, and securing the colo-
nies.” Not a farthing would go to Great Britain.

A few prominent Americans were dazzled by the opportu-
nity, much to their later regret. Living in London,  Benjamin 
Franklin tried to get a collectorship for a crony back in 
 Pennsylvania.  Richard Henry Lee of Virginia who, eleven 
years later, would propose the resolution declaring American 
independence, applied for a stamp tax collectorship.

But the proviso that all revenues from the act would be spent 
in the colonies meant nothing to those who had  protested 
against the Sugar Act on the principle of “no taxation without 

5,000

4,000

3,000

2,000

1,000

500

1760 1761 1762 1763 1764 1765 1766 1767 1768 1769 1770

Exports to England

Imports from England

Tr
ad

e 
(i

n 
th

ou
sa

nd
s o

f p
ou

nd
s s

te
rl

in
g)

CHART 7:1 Value of Colonial Trade with Great Britain (in 
British Pounds). The boycott of British imports called by the 
Sugar Act protesters had some effect, but not much. Only with 
the more broadly supported boycott following the Townshend
Acts of 1767 was there a decline in imports that British 
merchants felt sorely.
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representation,” and a great many Americans who had been 
indifferent to the Sugar Act. Not only was the Stamp Act de-
signed to raise money with no pretense of being a regulation 
of trade, it was also a direct tax on transactions within a colony. 
Clearly, only a colonial assembly, in which the people of the 
colony were represented, could enact such a tax. Parliament 
had no more authority to enact such a tax on Georgians and 
Marylanders than the New York assembly had.

Some members of Parliament made these points during 
the debate over Grenville’s proposal, but they were few. The 
Stamp Act sailed through Parliament by a vote of 204 to 49. 

A Stupid Law
Parliament’s nonchalance in passing the Stamp Act was re-
markable because, constitutional niceties aside, it was a 
sloppily conceived, politically stupid law. Not only could 
a vice admiralty judge invalidate a bill of sale not printed 
on stamped paper but he could also order that a will hastily 
written by a dying man be ignored. Were constables to inter-
rupt card games in taverns to examine the deck for stamps? 
Were authorities to devote time to tracking down the source 
of an unstamped handbill blowing down the street?

Moreover, the burden of Stamp Act taxes fell heavily on 
just those people who were in the best positions to stir up a 
fuss. Newspaper editors, with their influence on public opin-
ion, would be hard hit by the act. Advertisements, a newspa-
per’s bread and butter, were taxed 2s. Printers, who made a 
living by putting out broadsides (posters announcing goods 
for sale and public meetings—including protest meetings!) 
saw their business taxed at every turn of the press.

Lawyers, persuaders by profession, had to pay a tax on 
every document with which they dealt. Keepers of taverns, 
to be saddled with more expensive licenses, were influen-
tial figures in every town and city neighborhood. Their inns 

How Many Lawyers Does It Take To . . .
Colonials went to court often enough; the dockets were 
crowded with disputes over land ownership. But litigants 
pleaded their own cases. Professional lawyers were few 
until the middle of the eighteenth century. There were only 
three lawyers in New York City in 1692, seven in 1700. As late 
as 1720, Boston had only three.

In part this was because there were no law schools in 
the colonies. The first college to offer lectures in law was 
William and Mary in 1779 (although the lecturer, George 
Wythe, had privately trained a number of lawyers, Thomas 
Jefferson among them). The first permanent school of law 
was founded in 1812 at the University of Maryland.

Also in part, lawyers had a bad reputation for getting in 
the way of justice with their hairsplitting and for being 
chiefly concerned with diverting as much of the money in 
their clients’ purses to their own. Massachusetts enacted a 
law fobidding the practice of law in 1641, Virginia in 1658.

By the end of the colonial period, this prejudice was 
beyond memory. Of the fifty-six signers of the Declaration 
of Independence in 1776, twenty-four were lawyers. Of the 
fifty-five delegates to the Constitutional Convention of 1787, 
thirty-one were lawyers.

Stamps
What we call a postage stamp was 
unknown in the eighteenth century. 
The adhesive-backed paper—proof 
that postage has been paid on a 
letter—was introduced only in 1834. 
(The perforations between stamps 
arrived in 1854.) When the postal 

stickers appeared, the speakers of no 
European language except English 
chose the word stamp as the name of 
the novelty. To them, and to the British 
and the American colonials, a stamp was 
an image that was impressed—stamped 
into—paper, not something stuck on it. It 
was what we call embossing.

So, the stamps that caused all the 
excitement in 1765—shown here—were 
embossments, pressed into the paper to 
be used for licenses, newspapers, and 
the rest. Very few Americans ever saw 
a Stamp Act embossment. Only a few 
sheets of troublesome stamps were sold 
in Georgia, none in any other colony.
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and ordinaries were the gathering places where, over rum, 
brandy, coffee, and tea, locals gathered to read newspapers 
and discuss public affairs, such as taxes.

Worse, these groups were concentrated in cities where they 
could easily meet with one another, cooperate, organize, and 
have an impact out of proportion to their numbers. It was 
one thing to upset such people one group at a time, as the 
Sugar Act riled shippers and distillers. The Stamp Act hit all 
of these key elements of the population at once, and the pro-
testors won the support of large numbers of working people 
and even the tumultuous urban underclass.

Protest: Spontaneous and Deliberative
Parliament approved the Stamp Act in February 1765; it was 
to go into effect in November. As soon as the news of the tax 
reached the colonies, however, they erupted in anger. Local 
organizations called Sons of Liberty (a phrase used to de-
scribe Americans by one of their supporters in Parliament, 
Isaac Barré) condemned the law and called for another boy-
cott of British imports.

Some Sons turned to violence. When the stamped paper was 
delivered to warehouses in port cities, mobs broke in and made 
bonfires of it. Men appointed stamp masters were shunned or 
hanged in effigy if they were lucky; others were roughed up; 
a few were stripped, daubed with hot tar, rolled in chicken 
feathers, and carried, straddling a fence rail, about town. In 
Norfolk, Virginia, “all the principal gentlemen in town” were 
present when an informer was tarred and feathered.

A tax collector in Maryland fled for his life to New York. 
That was a mistake; the New York’s Sons of Liberty were the 
most volatile of all. They located the Marylander and forced 
him to write a letter of resignation. Led by Isaac Sears, the 
captain of a merchant vessel, the New Yorkers frightened 

their own lieutenant governor so that he went into hiding. 
When they could not find him, they burned his carriages. In 
Boston, the crowd looted and burned the homes of several 
British officials. When the governor told the commander of 
the colonial militia to sound the alarm to muster the troops, 
he was told that all the militia’s drummers were in the mob.

Rowdies are seldom popular and among those taken aback 
by the widespread rioting were wealthy colonials who op-
posed the Stamp Act but shuddered when they heard the 
sounds of a mob. They knew that a mob was a beast that, in 
a twinkling, could shift its depredations from one target to 
another when the exhilaration of hell-raising obscured the 
initial excuse for it. The urban colonial elite—merchants, 
lawyers—were men with something to lose. They wanted 
the Stamp Act repealed, but they feared social disorder. 
John Dickinson, a cautious and conservative Pennsylvanian, 
hoped to co-opt the mobs and bring pressure on Parliament 
through influential British merchants who were involved in 
the colonial trade. In October 1765, Dickinson and thirty-six 
other delegates from nine of the colonies assembled in New 
York City at what they called the Stamp Act Congress. They 
adopted fourteen resolutions and a “Declaration of Rights 
and Grievances” addressed to the king. It condemned the 
Sugar Act and Stamp Act on the grounds that they violated 
the British constitution. At the same time, the delegates care-
fully and prominently made it clear they acknowledged “all 
due subordination” to the Crown.

What did “all due subordination” mean? Loyalty to the 
king? Unquestionably: Just about everyone in 1765 agreed 
on the importance of the monarch as the symbol that unified 
a people. Lése-majesté—“injuring the king”—was the gravest 
of political crimes. It was punished by hanging followed by 
disembowelment and quartering—harnessing four horses to 

A New Hampshire 
man who applied for 
a license to sell Stamp 
Act paper is tortured 
in effigy, possibly just 
outside his home. He 
was lucky. Mobs like this 
one, made up of riffraff, 
but substantial working 
men too, harassed and 
otherwise abused other 
men who took the job, 
forcing some to flee for 
their lives.
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each of the traitor’s limbs and cracking the whip. However, 
the loyal subjects of the Stamp Act Congress insisted that 
 colonials were not subordinate to Parliament.

What Is Representation? 
The Colonial Case
Colonials did not elect members of the House of Commons; 
therefore, Parliament could not tax them. To American pro-
testers, it was that simple. Their own assemblies, which they 
did elect, represented them. They alone, under the British 
Constitution, were empowered to tax them.

The colonial case is easy to understand because our own 
understanding of representation reflects it. In order to be 
represented in government, a citizen must be entitled to vote 

for a city council member, county supervisor, state legisla-
tor, representative, or senator. Senators from Kentucky do 
not represent Iowans, who have no voice in electing them. 
Every significant liberalization of voting requirements in 
United States history—extension of the suffrage to prop-
ertyless men, to African American men, to women, and to 
adolescents between the ages of 18 and 21—was based on 
the principle that people must have the right to vote to be 
represented in government.

James Otis, a Massachusetts lawyer, spoke for this way of 
thinking at the Stamp Act Congress. He proposed that Par-
liament put an end to the problem of “no taxation without 
representation” by allowing colonials to elect members of 
Parliament.  Benjamin Franklin, in London, also toyed with 
this idea. But few colonials and fewer members of Parliament 

Colonial Politicians

Candidates in colonial elections stood for public office; 
they did not run. The very idea of grinning endlessly and 
frantically toadying to voters for the sake of personal ad-
vancement, as our politicians do as a matter of course, 
would have disgusted colonial candidates (and voters). 
They valued personal dignity. Nevertheless, colonials seek-
ing office had to be adept at winning popular approval be-
cause far more men were eligible to vote in the colonies 
than there were in Great Britain.

In about half the colonies, including the most popu-
lous, Virginia, elections to the assembly were by voice vote; 
half the colonies used paper ballots. In none of the latter, 
however, were ballots secret. In colonial elections, the can-
didates and a voter’s neighbors knew how he voted.

Elections in Virginia were particularly personal. Candi-
dates for a seat in the House of Burgesses were present at the 
county seat on election day. They stood behind the table—
out of doors, weather permitting—at which the roll of vot-
ers and a tally sheet were kept. When a voter announced 
his choice, that candidate thanked him. Often enough, he 
knew the voter’s name. Virginia’s voters certainly knew the 
candidates by sight. They were almost always among the 
largest landowners in the county. Some working farmers 
were eligible to stand for office, but few had time to spare to 
travel to Williamsburg for legislative sessions. Public office 
was a luxury accesible only to men of leisure.

In northern cities—Philadelphia, New York, and Boston 
were the only large ones—most candidates for public office 
were likewise of the upper crust: well-to-do merchants and 
lawyers. However, artisans beyond the struggling phase, en-
tered and won elections. Benjamin Franklin of Philadelphia 
was a printer, a tradesman who worked with his hands; he 
was also among the city’s most active public citizens.

In Boston and other New England towns, politicians 
won followings by their eloquence at town meetings, 

which men sufficiently interested to cast a vote on election 
day were apt to attend regularly. Voter participation, how-
ever, was no greater than it is today. Recent immigrants 
had rarely been eligible to vote in Great Britain, Ireland, or 
Germany; hard-working farmers were likely to consider a 
day in their fields better spent than a day at the polls.

There were no formal organizations resembling our 
political parties in any of the colonies. From Maryland 
south, there were hardly any factions. Candidates for seats 
in southern assemblies stood for election as eminent in-
dividuals and won or lost largely on the personal respect 
they commanded. In the northern colonies, there were 
political differences between candidates roughly anala-
gous to the Tory-Whig division in Parliament. The gover-
nors of Pennsylvania, New York, and Massachusetts used 
their patronage to build a “court party” to support them 
in the assemblies. The Whiggish opposition was dedicated 
to keeping the governor’s power in check, and reducing it 
when they were presented with an oppportunity to do so. 

Debates in the colonial assemblies, usually reported 
in newspapers in the North, with some speeches printed 
word for word, were usually decorous and well mannered. 
Most members of assemblies were of the colonial elite, 
personally and socially acquainted with their opponents 
and often related. But there were exceptions to the rule, 
more numerous as the break with Great Britain neared. 
In a speech attacking the Stamp Act in Virginia’s House of 
Burgesses in 1765, a newly elected Burgess, Patrick Henry, 
concluded a speech by saying, “Caesar had his Brutus, 
Charles the First his Cromwell, and George III . . . may 
profit by their example.” He was shouted down with cries 
of “Treason!,” which, indeed, Henry’s reference to mon-
archs who were killed was. Not incidentally, Henry was not 
a rich planter but a self-taught trial lawyer born the son of 
tavern keepers. Socially, he stood far below his colleagues.

How They Lived



supported Otis’s proposal. The Americans did not want to 
send representatives to Parliament. They were happy with 
their own assemblies, which they controlled. And they knew 
that any bloc of colonials in the House of Commons would 
be small, outvoted on every colonial issue by the British 
members.

Parliament rejected the idea of American members of the 
House of Commons because, by British lights, colonials were 
already represented.

What Is Representation? The British Case
In an eighteenth-century context, Parliament was correct. 
The British concept of representation differed (and differs) 
from our own. As George Grenville replied to the colonial 
protesters, each member of the House of Commons repre-
sented not only the borough or county that elected him; he 
virtually represented the people of the entire country and, in 
Grenville’s telling, all the people of the empire.

For example, it was not (and is not) required that a mem-
ber of the House of Commons reside in the electoral district 
that sends him or her to the House of Commons. While it 
is unlikely to happen today, a member of Parliament may 
never set foot in the district that elected him. British elec-
toral districts are, by definition, for the sake of convenience 
in counting votes; each member of Parliament is regarded as 
virtually representing all of them. Edmund Burke, an out-
spoken friend of the Americans, put the point to his own 
constituents in the city of Bristol (and to Americans): “You 
choose a member . . . but when you have chosen him, he is 
not a member of Bristol, but he is a member of Parliament.”

Only 3 percent of the British population voted. But the 
members of Parliament they elected represented everyone. 

Indeed, in the 1760s, a dozen or so members of the House 
of Commons were elected from districts where, because of 
shifts of population, voters numbered only a dozen or so. 
Several of these “rotten boroughs” (they had their critics) 
had a single voter. One rotten borough had been under water 
for two centuries. Several cities did not elect members of 
Parliament because they had not existed when seats in the 
House of Commons had been assigned.  But, according to 
the principle of virtual representation, Parliament repre-
sented them.

Colonials practiced virtual representation too. George 
Washington and other Virginians were elected to the House 
of Burgesses from counties in which they did not reside. On 
occasion, individuals stood as candidates in more than one 
county so that, if they were defeated in one of the elections, 
they might win in the other. Our laws today would not allow 
a person to run for senator in Kentucky and Iowa, or even in 
elections for different congressional seats in Kentucky. But 
few objected to the practice in Virginia. It was assumed—or, 
at least, said—that those who were elected would act with the 
interests of all Virginians in mind.

The colonists also practiced virtual representation in their 
restriction of the suffrage to free, white, adult male heads 
of household who owned property. The number of actual 
voters in colonial elections amounted to a small proportion 
of the inhabitants of the colony. Nevertheless, the colonists 
considered propertyless white men and women and children 
to be virtually represented in their elected assemblies. The as-
sumption was that assemblymen acted on behalf of all, not 
just on behalf of those who voted for them.

ACT TWO
The Stamp Act crisis was not resolved by adding up debat-
ers’ points. The violence of the colonial protesters alarmed 
Parliament as much as it alarmed the men of the Stamp Act 
Congress. Nor could Parliament ignore the fact that many 
respectable, well-to-do, and conservative colonial political 
leaders were suffi ciently concerned about the Stamp Act to 
make the trip to New York and write a remonstrance of their 
grievances. Never before had such a statement issued from 
the colonies.

Repeal but Not Victory
Members of Parliament who had voted against the Stamp 
Act praised the New York gathering. William Pitt, now in 
the House of Lords as the Earl of Chatham, rejoiced “that 
America has resisted. Three millions of people so dead to all 
the feelings of liberty,” he said, “so voluntarily to submit to be 
slaves, would have been fi t instruments to make slaves of the 
rest.”  Edmund Burke, a conservative traditionalist, viewed 
the colonists as defenders of British tradition, Grenville’s 
backers as dangerous innovators. The radical John Wilkes 
egged on the colonials as his natural allies in his agitations 
on behalf of a free press. Charles Fox, a future cabinet minis-
ter, part cynical opportunist and part man of high principle, 

A souvenir teapot commemorating the repeal of the Stamp Act. It 
was made in Great Britain for the colonial market. The potteries 
of Staffordshire were among the first mass-production industries. 
The potteries were also pioneers in identifying and exploiting short-
lived sensations—“hot topics”— like the Stamp Act excitement. 
After American independence, the potteries produced thousands of 
statuettes of George Washington; some but not all shipped to the 
United States.
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praised the Americans, as did Isaac Barré, a former soldier 
who had fought with Wolfe at Quebec.

The majority found no merit in the colonial argument 
that Parliament could not constitutionally tax them but, 
in 1766, they repealed the Stamp Act. George III was not 
unhappy to see Grenville fall on his face; even “the king’s 
friends” voted for repeal. When the news reached the colo-
nies, the celebrations were so giddy that few paid attention to 
the fact that Parliament had not yielded on principle. On the 
same day the Stamp Act was repealed, Parliament enacted 
the  Declaratory Act, which stated that Parliament “had, hath, 
and of right ought to have, full power and authority to make 
laws and statutes of sufficient force and validity to bind the 
colonies and people of America, subjects of the Crown of 
Great Britain, in all cases whatsoever.”

Not only did the Declaratory Act repudiate American 
claims for the authority of their own assemblies; the word-

ing of the bill also was lifted from a 1719 law that made 
Ireland completely subject to Great Britain despite the fact 
that  Ireland, like the colonies, had its own parliament. That 
should have given colonial protesters pause, for the status of 
the despised Irish was precisely what they were determined 
to avoid. But few noticed. Their friend, Lord Chatham, was 
installed as prime minister and he ignored the Declaratory 
Act. Chatham also reduced the Sugar Act’s duty on molasses 
from 3d. to a penny per gallon.

Then, in one of those accidents of history that has grave 
consequences: Chatham was taken seriously ill and ceased 
to play an active part in government. The man who stepped 
into the vacuum his illness created was as bad a stroke of luck 
for the colonials as Grenville had been. 

Champagne Charley and 
the Townshend Duties
Charles Townshend lacked Grenville’s breadth of vision, 
but he was cleverer. Townshend was personable, convivial, 
and jolly. He was nicknamed “Champagne Charley”  because 
he frequently arrived at the House of Commons unsteady 
of his feet and even giggling. (In fairness to Townshend, 
Parliament convened in the evening. The daylight hours 
were for socializing or, for a few members, making a living. 
They dined before they convened. On a given night, any 
number of the members of Parliament were at less than 
their best.)

Townshend was Chancellor of the Exchequer, and he 
hoped to be prime minister. To earn that prize, he intended 
to cut taxes at home and make up for the shortfall in revenue 
by taxing the colonies. Townshed examined the distinctions 
Americans drew between external taxes regulating trade and 
internal taxes for the purpose of raising money. He thought 
the distinction nonsense but (so he thought) he accommo-
dated colonial sensibilities by designing a series of duties that 
were clearly external. The Townshend Duties taxed paper, 
paint, lead, glass, and tea—all goods that the colonies im-
ported. He had no trouble persuading Parliament to enact 
the duties in 1767.

Townshend thought he had solved the problem. Instead, 
his design for collecting revenues from the colonies was 
 seriously flawed. If none of the goods Townshend taxed were 
produced in more than dribbles in the colonies, all except 
tea could be; paint, glass, and paper-making technologies 
were not top secret. Moreover, they could in the short run, be 
done without. Townshend invited a boycott, and he got one. 
British-American trade fell off by 25 percent and then by 
50 percent. Townshend had told Parliament that his duties 
would bring in £40,000 annually. The actual take in 1768 was 
£13,000 and, in 1769, less than £3,000. That was not enough 
to operate a few frontier forts. 

There was little violence. The boycott was organized and 
controlled by conservative merchants still nervous about 
the Stamp Act riots. They argued that when the British mer-
chants who sold to the colonies felt the pinch of the boycott, 
they would collectively pressure Parliament for  repeal. The 

By 1770, when protesters published this handout calling for a boycott 
of merchants who were selling goods imported from Britain, the furor 
over the Townshend Acts was already abating.
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boycott, although never close to total, was effective enough. 
In 1770, Parliament repealed the Townshend Duties except 
for a 3d. per pound duty on tea. The tea tax was a mini-
 Declaratory Act, Parliament’s restatement of its right to tax 

the colonies. As far as principle was concerned, six years 
of wordy debate, sometimes violent protest, a momentous 
congress of prominent colonials, and a costly boycott had 
settled nothing.
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Chapter 8

From Riot to 
Rebellion
The Road to Independence 1770–1776

He has dissolved Representative Houses . . .  He has obstructed the Administration 
of Justice . . . He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies . . . He has 
plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of 
our people.

—The Declaration of Independence

 I can have no other Object but to protect the true Interests of all My Subjects. No 
People ever enjoyed more Happiness, or lived under a milder Government, than 
those now revolted Provinces. . . . My Desire is to restore to them the Blessings of Law 
and Liberty . . . which they have fatally and desperately exchanged for the Calamities 
of War, and the arbitrary Tyranny of their Chiefs.

—George III

STORMS WITHIN THE LULL
Still, several incidents between 1770 and 1773 indicated that 
not all was well in British North America. On the streets of 
Boston, a bloody brawl between workingmen and British 
soldiers dramatized a sullen hostility toward the redcoats 
stationed in the city. In North Carolina, frontier settlers took 
up arms against the elite of the eastern counties who gov-
erned the colony. And in Rhode Island, persons unknown 
burned a British patrol boat that was incapable of doing any-
one harm.

The Boston Massacre
On March 5, 1770, the weather in Boston was frigid. The 
streets were icy; heaps of gritty snow blocked the gutters. 
Aggravated by the severity of the winter, which brought un-
employment as well as discomfort, a knot of men and boys 
exchanged words with British soldiers who were patrolling 
the streets. A handful of hecklers became a crowd cursing 

T
he repeal of the Townshend Duties did not touch 
the question of Parliament’s right to tax the colo-
nies. Nevertheless, almost everyone who had been 
involved in the debate considered repeal to be a 
victory. They were relieved to see an end to con-

frontation and boycott. For three years after 1770, Parliament 
avoided provocations. In the colonies, anti-British protests 
were few and muted.

In fact, tensions may have been easing before mid-1770 
when news of the repeal reached the colonies. A door-to-
door survey of New Yorkers revealed that a majority was 
willing to buy all the Townshend items except tea, which 
could be had more cheaply from Dutch smugglers. Imports 
into New England, the most obstreperous colonies, began 
a steady rise from £330,000 a year at the peak of the boy-
cott to £1.2 million. As, perhaps, most people usually do, 
 Americans wanted calm, a resumption of daily life unaggra-
vated by the folderol of politics, agitators, and authorities 
flexing their muscles. 



and throwing snowballs at the redcoats. A few dared the sol-
diers to use their muskets. It was not a political incident so 
much as an example of the troubles young men in crowds 
have caused since the days of Sumer.

When the mob pressed close on King Street, backing the 
redcoats against a wall, the soldiers fired. Five Bostonians, 
one a boy, another an African American named Crispus 
Attucks, fell dead. Boston, a city of just 15,000 people, was 
shocked; it was not a violent town. A few men who had been 

active in the Stamp Act protest tried to revive anti-British 
feelings. A silversmith, Paul Revere, engraved a picture of the 
“Boston Massacre” that misrepresented what happened (as 
Revere conceded in court). His print depicted soldiers ag-
gressively advancing on innocent people. Samuel Adams, an 
Anglophobic former brewer, circulated Revere’s prints and 
tried to arouse tempers. Joseph Warren, a physician, em-
broidered passionately on the theme. “Take heed, ye orphan 
babes,” he told a public meeting, “lest, whilst your streaming 
eyes are fixed upon the ghastly corpse, your feet slide on the 
stones bespattered with your father’s brains.”

But their agitation got nowhere. Most Bostonians seemed to 
blame the incident on the mob. John Adams, cousin of S amuel 
and a friend of Warren, represented the soldiers in court. 
Adams was nobody’s stooge, least of all a stooge of the British. 
He was strong-headed to the point of self-righteousness and a 
critic of British policies. Indeed, in arguing the redcoats’ case, 
Adams criticized the policy of stationing professional soldiers 
in cities like Boston. “Soldiers quartered in a populous town 
will always occasion two mobs where they prevent one,” he 
said. “They are wretched conservators of the peace.” 

Nevertheless, Adams blamed the unsavory mob, not the 
accused redcoats, for the incident. The jury agreed, acquit-
ting all the defendants but two and sentencing them only to 
branding on the thumb, a slap on the wrist by eighteenth-
century standards.

A Dangerous Relationship
The signifi cance of the Boston Massacre and the Battle of 
Golden Hill in New York in January (another brawl with sol-
diers) was that the vast majority of colonials let them pass. 
Nevertheless, they dramatized a sore spot in colonial city life: 
Americans did not much like having soldiers in their midst. 
Property owners resented paying for their keep. Working 
people disliked rubbing shoulders with men who, in the 
eighteenth century, commanded no one’s respect. Others 
were hostile to the redcoats for the time-honored reason that 
they were outsiders.

This engraving of the Boston Massacre by silversmith Paul Revere was 
meant to be propaganda, not an accurate portrayal of the incident.  
The redcoats were actually backed against a wall and were, had it 
not been for their muskets, in some danger.  The mob was large and 
menacing, not the handful of victims shown here.  Revere never 
claimed his picture was factual.  Giving testimony in court, he drew a 
map of the massacre that depicted the incident quite differently and, 
presumably, accurately.
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1770 1772 1774 1776

The Road to Independence 1770–1776

1770 Boston Massacre

1773 Parliament passed Tea Act; “Boston Tea Party”

British troops battle Massachusetts militia at Lexington and Concord  1775
Rebels win moral victory at Bunker Hill

Second Continental Congress sends George Washington to take command outside Boston

1774 Coercive or Intolerable Acts
  Continental Congress meets in Philadelphia

1772 Rhode Islanders burn Gaspée

Thomas Paine published Common Sense 1776
Second Continental Congress declares Independence
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128 Chapter 8 From Riot to Rebellion

Eighteenth-century soldiers were tough and lusty young 
men isolated from society. Some had been pressed into mili-
tary service from Britain’s poorest class; a few were convicted 
criminals (although rarely for serious crimes) who were in 
the army because enlistment was offered to them as an al-
ternative to prison. The majority of the redcoats were honest 
workingmen who had voluntarily signed, but they were ste-
reotyped as “scum” along with the others.

As long as the soldiers were posted at frontier forts or lived 
in isolated bases like Castle Island in Boston harbor, there 
was little conflict. However, after the Stamp Act riots, the 
Crown stationed large detachments of redcoats within cit-
ies and towns. Some 4,000 soldiers were camped on  Boston 
Common at the time of the massacre. Others, under the 
terms of the Quartering Act of 1765, were billeted in vacant 
buildings.

This brought the tightly knit redcoats into intimate daily 
contact with working-class colonials. Some found girl-
friends, stirring up resentment on that primeval count. 
Others coarsely accosted young women. Redcoats off-duty 
(trained veterans had plenty of free time) competed with 
local men for casual work. There had been a fistfight over 
jobs at a Boston rope maker’s a few days before the massacre. 
Redcoats also passed idle hours in taverns where colonials 
gathered.

Inns and taverns were not just places where travelers 
supped and bedded down. They were a focal point of urban 
social life, neighborhood social centers like contemporary 
English pubs. Workingmen popped in throughout the day 
for a cup of tea or coffee or a shot of rum, a mug of mulled 
cider, a pipe of tobacco, and a chat about work, family, and 
politics. With plenty of time on their hands, unemployed 
men and seamen between voyages fairly lived at ordinaries, 
taverns that provided cheap meals, if only to stand before 
the fire. The intrusion into this world by uniformed strang-
ers laughing loudly and carrying on by themselves caused 
resentments even when, as between 1770 and 1773, relations 
with the mother country were good.

Street People
The redcoats had more to do with the anti-British feelings 
of lower-class colonials than Parliamentary taxation did. 
Poor people did not worry the fi ne points of the  British 
constitution, but they were central to the protest that 
boiled over into riot in 1765 and rebellion after 1773. Day 
laborers, employed and unemployed, apprentices, boister-
ous street boys, and the disreputable fringe elements of the 
cities and towns did the dirty work in the Stamp Act cri-
sis. They were the ones who taunted the soldiers and were 
killed in the Boston Massacre. John Adams described them 

An upscale colonial tavern, the Blue Anchor in Philadelphia. The diners are well-dressed and well-mannered gentlemen, more likely
travelers than locals. Upper-class men dined out when they were in all-male circumstances such as during the continental congresses 
in Philadelphia. Couples living at home rarely did; they entertained at their homes. Workingmen’s taverns and ordinaries were not as 
genteel as the Blue Anchor. Some were decent enough neighborhood pubs; others were “holes in the wall” avoided by the squeamish.
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as “Negroes and mulattoes, Irish teagues and outlandish 
jack-tars.”

The colonial “street people” were themselves social out-
casts by virtue of their poverty and their race. Seamen, sus-
pect because they came and went, belonging to no commu-
nity but their own and tending to heavy drinking in port, 
were prominent in colonial crowds. Crispus Attucks was an 
out-of-work seaman. Free blacks like him and even some 
slaves congregated in the mostly white crowds, frequenting 
cheap taverns that catered to mixed-race customers. They 
commanded no respect from most shopkeepers, master 
craftsmen, and journeymen, certainly none of the well-off. 
And yet, the revolution on the horizon, soon to be sainted by 
patriotic history, owed much to their boldness.

Waters The role of alcohol in the colonial agitations should 
be noted. Soldiers were a bibulous lot. It was standard mili-
tary practice, before battle, to pass around just enough strong 
drink to settle the troops’ nerves. And they did not abstain 
between battles. The royal governor of New York dissolved 
the colonial assembly in 1766 when its members refused to 
provide the redcoats with their accustomed ration of 5 pints 
of beer or 4 ounces of rum a day.

Colonials were hard drinking too, consuming far more alco-
hol than Americans today, even more than students. People on 

the bottom, with more to forget, were the thirstiest of all. Many 
signal episodes on the road to independence seem to have been 
carried out by men in their cups. “The minds of the freehold-
ers were inflamed,” wrote an observer of the Stamp Act protest 
in South Carolina, “by many a hearty damn . . . over bottles, 
bowls, and glasses.” The crowd that precipitated the Boston 
Massacre had emptied out of the taverns. The Sons of Liberty, 
who  ignited the last phase of the revolutionary movement with 
the Boston Tea Party of 1773, assembled over a barrel of rum.

Upper-crust protest leaders had mixed feelings about this 
kind of support. They were more than willing to exploit 
angry, inebriated crowds by stirring up resentment of the 
British, then winking at the mobs’ mockeries of the law. John 
Adams, so scornful of the massacre mob in 1770, called the 
equally lawless men at the Boston Tea Party of 1773 “so bold, 
so daring, so intrepid.” But many more cautious upper-class 
colonials, and not just those who remained loyal to Great 
Britain, worried about “the rabble.” 

The Regulators
Not all the tensions in the colonies pitted Americans against 
British offi cials. Westerners, living on the frontier, nursed 
resentments against the colonial elites, who lived in the old-
est, eastern parts of the colonies. In the South, the ill- feelings 

Rhode Islanders burning the grounded British customs schooner, Gaspée, in Narragansett Bay in 1772. It was a gravely serious 
incident, legally a rebellion punishable by death, the Gaspée being a royal vessel. That an intensive investigation could not turn up 
one person to identify the perpetrators was a good example of community solidarity or, perhaps, fear of violent retribution.
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130 Chapter 8 From Riot to Rebellion

dated to Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676. However, they were ex-
acerbated after 1700 by the huge infl ux of Scotch-Irish who, 
by the 1760s, were the most conspicuous ethnic element on 
the frontier. Like Bacon’s followers, they wanted to drive the 
Indians even farther west, and their  demands for assistance 
from colonial assemblies were usually customarity brushed 
off. The Easterners, who controlled the assemblies, did not 
want an expensive Indian war.  Infl uential people in almost 
every colony did a lucrative trade with the natives.

In 1763, after the Pennsylvania assembly ignored the re-
quests of Scotch-Irish settlers in Paxton on the Susquehanna 
River to protect them from raiding Susquehannocks, the set-
tlers themselves launched a devastating attack on the tribe. 

The assembly ordered the leaders of the assault arrested. 
Instead, the “Paxton Boys,” fully armed, marched on Phila-
delphia. Much of the city was near panic when Benjamin 
Franklin persuaded the Irishmen to leave, promising to use 
his influence to cancel the arrest warrants and increase west-
ern representation in the assembly. Which he did.

In the backcountry of South Carolina between 1767 and 
1769, frontiersmen actually rebelled against the colonial 
assembly. Dominated by low-country planters, the assem-
bly had refused to set up county governments in the West 
that the settlers had demanded. Instead, they created their 
own  counties—illegal, of course—to which they paid taxes 
that were supposed to go to Charleston. The rebels called 

The Hated Redcoats

British officers rarely spoke well of their troops. They are 
“men fit to kill and be killed,” one said, and that was mild.  
The word “scum” recurs so often in officers’ written re-
ports that it must have been a conversational staple.  Colo-
nials described the redcoats as the off-scourings of British 
streets and jails.

In fact, a majority of enlistees were, though from hum-
ble backgrounds, not dregs of society.  Most had been 
laborers from English, Scottish, and Irish farms, villages, 
and towns; fewer from the cities. Their pay, when they 
found work, was just enough to survive.  Enlisting in the 

army could seem quite attractive to a laborer who had 
not worked in a month.  Men enlisted for the sometimes 
 generous bounties towns offered to fill the quotas the 
army assigned them, others because the army offered a 
security casual laborers did not know, or simply because 
they were fed up with stultifying lives. There were crimi-
nals in the army, young men convicted of petty crimes 
given a choice between the army and jail, but it was not a 
criminal army.  

There were “draftees” too, men pressed into service in 
the language of the day.  Under the “poor laws,”  regiments 
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 themselves Regulators because they said they would regulate 
their own affairs. It was almost a small-scale version of the 
resistance of the colonies to Parliamentary authority.

In North Carolina, a similar dispute led to an actual 
battle. A band of westerners rode east to demonstrate their 
resentment of the colony’s penny-pinching, and there was 
no Ben Franklin to mediate. In May 1771, the frontiersmen 
were met and defeated by a smaller but better trained mi-
litia at the Battle of Alamance. Only nine men were killed. 
(Six Regulators were later hanged.) And the West–East clash 
was not sweetened.  When the War for Independence began, 
back country Carolinians, unlike westerners elsewhere, often 
aligned themselves with the British.

The Gaspée
In June 1772, the Gaspée, a British customs schooner patrol-
ling Narragansett Bay spotted a vessel suspected of smug-
gling and chased it toward Providence. About 7 miles from 
the city, the Gaspée ran aground. That night, men from eight 
boats boarded the schooner, roughly set the crew ashore, and 
burned it to the waterline.

Because the Gaspée was a royal vessel, this was an act of 
rebellion. The authorities had good reason to believe that the 
ringleader of the gang was a merchant named John Brown, 
who had had several run-ins with customs collectors. How-
ever, neither a £500 reward nor the fact that Rhode Island’s 

unable to fill their ranks with willing enlistees were em-
powered to send out press-gangs to identify young men 
living on what we call “welfare” and force them into 
 uniform. Many pressed soldiers were unsavory types, but 
such men were not numerous in the armies that fought in 
America.  Enlistments during the war were high.  Before 
the war, the British army signed up, on average, 2,000 men 
each year. There were 15,000 enlistees in 1778, about 9,000 
in 1779. Two-thirds of them were Scots.

Because “draftees” were the most likely to desert, the 
army prefered to send them to posts where desertion was 
next to impossible, like Gibraltar, or where it was very dif-
ficult, such as on the West Indian islands.

A good many enlistees found army life congenial. Of 485 
men in the 29th Regiment of Foot when it was sent to fight 
the Americans, 273 had more than six years of service.  Pay 
was low, just 8d. a day, but when the men were not march-
ing or in battle, they were given two twenty-day leaves of 
absence a year (far more vacation than  Americans today).  
The famous red uniforms were, when fairly new, the best 
clothing most soldiers had ever worn. They ate better than 
they had as laborers; a week’s rations included 7 pounds 
of bread, 7 pounds of beef (or 4 pounds of pork), 3 pints 
of peas, plus some butter and oatmeal.  There was a daily 
rum ration; it varied although some allotments would be 
enough to knock most people today unconscious.  When 
in camp, the army enforced surprisingly high sanitary 
standards although that was not to be so in Boston in 1775 
to 1776. There, the besieged redcoats were soon “dirty as 
hogs” and suffered from “camp fever” probably typhus 
(contracted from flea bites) or typhoid (from drinking 
contaminated water).

Training—drilling—was rigorous for it was the essence 
of eighteenth-century armies. The workday for trainees 
was nine hours. Experienced redcoats had more time off, 
thus the competition with Bostonians for jobs.  The men 
were kept in good condition for marching by running 

carrying musket and a full pack.  Redcoats marched at 75 
steps a minute—pretty brisk—and were expected to sus-
tain 120 steps a minute in a pinch.

The infantryman’s weapon was the “Brown Bess,” a 
78-caliber flintlock musket little modified since its intro-
duction in 1703.  It was about 5 feet long with a 17-inch 
bayonet inserted into a socket for hand-to-hand fighting. 
To fire, the soldier removed a paper-wrapped cartidge of 
gunpowder from a pouch, bit off the end, poured a few 
grains in the firing pan where the hammer would throw 
a spark, pour the rest down the muzzle, then the wadded 
paper, and a ball, all of which was pounded home with a 
wooden ramrod.  A well-trained soldier could load and fire 
five times a minute.  The musket was accurate at 60 yards, 
lethal at 100; farther than that a hit was luck and, if not hit 
in a vital organ, the enemy was likely to survive.  Nobody 
aimed, anyway; they “pointed” and fired in volleys.

Generally, the redcoats were well disciplined. The ca-
sualties Major Pitcairn’s column sustained on the retreat 
from  Concord were not high because, as a myth has it, 
they marched in tight “European” formation while the 
 Minutemen intelligently sniped at them from cover.  Casual-
ties would have been greater if the British soldiers had pan-
icked and run.  On either side of the road, the column was 
protected by flanking parties that picked their way through 
fields and woods.  Americans who were killed or captured 
during Pitcairn’s retreat had inevitably been surprised when 
a detachment of redcoats attacked them from behind.

Until the last two years of fighting, the redcoats were 
much better trained than Washington’s Continentals.  
Officers did sometimes lose control of their men when 
a battle had been particularly savage and a unit had suf-
fered heavy casualties.  Then, enraged soldiers, having seen 
friends killed, lost control of themselves and murdered 
prisoners. On a few occasions, officers encouraged looting 
and even atrocities in violation of the “rules of war” and at 
the risk of being unable to restore discipline.

How They Lived
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132 Chapter 8 From Riot to Rebellion

elected governor led the investigation persuaded anyone to 
provide evidence against him or anyone else. The Commis-
sion of Inquiry disbanded only in June 1773. By then, the 
three-year lull in British–colonial relations was drawing to 
a close.

THE MARCH TOWARD WAR
In the spring of 1773, Parliament again enacted a law that 
angered Americans. This time, however, instead of sponta-
neous protests under the control of no one in particular, re-
sistance to British policy was organized by a number of able, 
deliberate men.

They may be described as professional agitators. Some 
were orators (“rabble rousers” to the British), others pro-
pagandists of the pen. Several were able organizers will-
ing to devote their time to the humdrum tasks of shaping 
anger into rebellion. There can be no revolutions without 
revolutionaries, only riot and tumult. Men like James Otis 
and  Samuel Adams of Massachusetts and Patrick Henry of 
 Virginia made the difference between spontaneous inci-
dents that led nowhere, like the burning of the Gaspée, and 

 calculated  provocations that led directly to the War for Inde-
pendence: the Boston Tea Party. 

Troublemakers
James Otis was a Boston attorney from a well-to-do and 
 socially prominent family. For a time, he had been an effec-
tive prosecutor before the unpopular vice admiralty courts. 
(Many revolutionaries are “born again” after “a life of sin.”) 
Like celebrated criminal attorneys today, Otis was a show-
man; he was excitable and theatrical, a practitioner of “any-
thing-to-win-a-case” argumentation. His rhetoric was often 
excessive, even ugly. He described one group of courtroom 
adversaries as a “dirty, drinking, drabbing, contaminated 
knot of thieves,” and, what’s more, they were “Turks, Jews, 
and other infi dels, with a few renegade Christians and Cath-
olics.” This sort of thing always has its enthusiasts. Otis could 
fi re up the passions of a jury or a town meeting. 

In 1761, Otis led Boston’s fight against “writs of assis-
tance.” These were broad search warrants empowering cus-
toms agents to enter warehouses and homes to search for 
any evidence of smuggling; they did not have to specify the 
evidence for which they were looking. Arguing against the 
Writs, Otis made them an issue of the sacred, basic rights 
of British subjects.  John Adams would later say of Otis that 
“then and there the child Independence was born.”

For inflammatory language, Patrick Henry of Virginia was 
Otis’s equal. Not very well read and no deep thinker, Henry 
was a sharp-tongued Scotch-Irish shopkeeper who became 
one the colony’s most effective trial lawyers and, on that 
reputation, was elected to the House of Burgesses, a station 
to which few of his social class rose. He first won notice in 
the assembly when he denounced the king for reversing a 
law passed by the Burgesses, something monarchs had been 
doing since 1624—but in vivid, quotable language. During 
the Stamp Act excitement, Henry made his “Caesar had his 
Brutus” speech. He was one of the first colonials to call for 
the establishment of an army to fight the British and, in May 
1775, won fame from New Hampshire to Georgia by con-
cluding a speech with the words “Give me liberty or give me 
death.” With his sure-fire “sound bites,” Henry would have 
been a television talk show regular today.

Less excitable than Otis and Henry, and no orator (he 
was nervous at a podium, trembling and stumbling over 
his words), Samuel Adams of Massachusetts was the most 
substantial revolutionary of the early agitators. A brewer, a 
tax collector between 1756 and 1764 (another convert like 
Otis!), Adams thereafter devoted himself to moral censor-
ship and anti-British agitation. Personal morality and civic 
virtue were fundamental to his dislike of British rule. He 
was obsessed by the concept of republican virtue the edu-
cated people of the era found in the ancient Greeks and 
Romans. Adams said that Boston should reconstitute itself 
as a “Christian Sparta.” Humorless, bored by socializing, he 
believed that political power was legitimate only when in 
the hands of men who lived austerely and were ever vigilant 
to preserve liberty.

Samuel Adams was unique among American protest leaders. His 
origins were respectable, although modest; his father was a brewer, 
an artisan. He was no orator: Adams was visibly nervous when 
addressing a crowd. Why he was so hostile to the British so early on 
cannot be persuasively explained. But the respect he commanded 
among both wealthy merchants and Boston’s “street people” made 
him a central figure in Massachusetts’s rebellion. 
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Adams was at the center of every major protest in  Boston: 
against the Sugar Act, the Stamp Act, the Townshend  Duties. 
He was the primary figure in the unsuccessful attempt to 
exploit the Boston Massacre. Samuel Adams was indispens-
able in the drift from resentment in Massachusetts to armed 
rebellion to independence. Amongst oratorical prima don-
nas like Otis and his brother-in-law, James Warren, he was 
a sober organizer. He was the man who handled the tasks 
that transform protest into politics. He also served as a 
liasion between protestors from the Boston elite, men like 
John Hancock, and the Sons of Liberty, men of Adams’s own 
 artisan class.

Fatal Turn: The Tea Act
Samuel Adams may have been thinking independence 
from Great Britain as early as the mid-1760s.  If so, he 
shared his thoughts with few comrades. He was capable of 
unrealistic propositions (an American Sparta?) but knew 
that to espouse an extreme cause by himself was to be 
written off as a crank. His cousin John Adams to the con-
trary, “the child Independence” was born not when James 
Otis challenged the Writs of Assistance, nor when Patrick 
Henry threatened George III with executioners. The baby 
was delivered on May 10, 1773, when Parliament’s Tea Act 
became law and Samuel Adams quietly took control of 
Boston’s rebels.

Ironically, the Tea Act was not, like the Stamp Act and 
the Townshend Duties, motivated by Parliament’s need 
to raise money. Indeed, the Tea Act was enacted without 
reference to North American policy. Parliament’s purpose 
was to save the East India Company, a huge corporation in-
valuable to the Crown because, in return for a monopoly of 
trade with India, the company governed much of the sub-
continent, even maintaining its own army; the East India 
Company was empire on the cheap.  In 1773, however, it 
was on the verge of bankruptcy. In just a few months, East 
India shares plummeted on the London stock market from 
£280 to £160. 

The company had one asset in England: 17 million 
pounds of tea stored in warehouses. So, the directors pro-
posed to a friendly Parliament (many members owned 
shares in the tottering corporation) that the company be 
given a monopoly on tea sales in the colonies rather than, as 
it was then doing, auctioning it to merchants involved in the 
colonial trade. Because of what was left of the  Townshend 
Duties boycott, tea merchants were not selling much tea in 
North America anyway. Boycotters were buying what they 
could not do without from Dutch smugglers. However, 
the directors of the company pointed out, they would be 
dumping the warehoused tea to raise whatever cash could 
be had. Their tea would sell for substantially less than the 
Dutch prices. Shrewdly—very wisely, it would turn out—
the  company asked Parliament to repeal the Townshend tax 
on colonial tea imports.

Had Parliament acted sensibly and adopted the proposal 
in its entirety, the East Indian Company would have had 
its cash, Americans would have had cheap tea, and the last 

point of contention between colonies and Mother Country 
would have been removed. Instead, the prime minister, Lord 
( Frederick) North, urged on by George III in one of his most 
foolish acts of meddling, saw a chance to finesse the colonials 
into paying a tax enacted by Parliament. Surely, the colonials 
would not shun tea priced lower than anywhere in the world 
west of Ceylon.

Tea Parties
The colonials did not boycott the East India Company tea. 
They destroyed as much of it as they could lay their hands 
on and sent the rest back to Great Britain. When a dozen 
ships carrying 1,700 chests of tea sailed into American ports, 
they were greeted almost everywhere by angry crowds. The 
tea was landed in Charleston and hastily locked up in a 
 warehouse—surrounded by a rowdy mob. For fear of riots, 
the governors of New York and Pennsylvania nervously or-
dered the tea ships to turn around and sail back to England. 
In Annapolis, Maryland, a tea ship was burned. But it was a 
more moderate action in Boston that triggered the crisis.

The American-born governor of Massachusetts, Thomas 
Hutchinson, would not permit the tea ships to sail back 
home without unloading. Instead, while sparks flew at a se-
ries of public meetings, he hatched a plan to get the cargo 
under his control—that is, under royal control—rather than 
the Company’s. He would seize the tea for failure to pay port 
taxes; any violence once the tea was ashore would be an act 
of rebellion. Even Samuel Adams would hesitate before com-
mitting a capital crime.

It was an ingenious plan, but Samuel Adams was clev-
erer and quicker. On December 16, 1773, the day before 
 Hutchinson would gain custody of the tea, Adams presided 
over a protest meeting attended by a third of Boston’s popu-
lation. Some sixty hard-core Sons of Liberty slipped out of 
the meeting, downed a few drinks, dressed up as Mohawk 
Indians, and boarded the East India Company ships. To the 
cheers of a crowd on the docks, they dumped 342 chests 
worth £10,000 into Boston harbor.

The Indian costumes were a touch of political genius. They 
disguised the perpetrators but also lent the air of a prank to 
an act of gross vandalism and theft: thus the name imme-
diately tagged on the incident, the Boston Tea Party. Adams 
and his collaborators knew that Britain could not let the 
incident pass and they guessed that Parliament would over-
react.  Parliament did. Instead of flushing out the individu-
als involved in the party and trying them as vandals, Lord 
North decided to punish the city of Boston and the colony of 
 Massachusetts. It was a terrible mistake.

The Intolerable Acts
A few voices in Parliament, like reliable Lord Chatham’s, 
warned that the Coercive Acts of 1774—Americans called 
them the Intolerable Acts—would not resolve the crisis but 
worsen it. But Lord North easily pushed them through Par-
liament. The fi rst act closed down the port of Boston to all 
trade until such time as the city (not the culprits) paid for 
the spoiled tea. Second, the new governor (General Thomas 
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Gage) was authorized to transfer out of the colony the trials 
of soldiers or other British offi cials accused of killing protest-
ers. (It was not unreasonable of colonials to interpret this 
as an invitation to the redcoats to shoot on the slightest of 

pretexts.) Third, the Massachusetts colonial government was 
overhauled with elected bodies losing powers to the king’s 
appointed offi cials. Fourth, a new Quartering Act further ag-
gravated civilian–soldier relations. It authorized the army to 
house redcoats in occupied private homes. It was a gratu-
itous provocation.

Lord North hoped that by coming down hard on 
 Massachusetts, he would not only intimidate protest leaders 
in other colonies but also isolate the Bay Colony, which had 
never been popular elsewhere in North America. Instead, the 
Coercive Acts proved to be intolerable everywhere. Several 
cities shipped food to paralyzed Boston. More ominous than 
charity, when Massachusetts called for a “continental con-
gress” to meet in centrally located Philadelphia to discuss a 
united response to the Intolerable Acts, every colony except 
Georgia sent delegates.

REBELLION
The Tea Act marks the beginning of an inexorable march 
toward rebellion; the Intolerable Acts mark the beginning 
of a coordinated colonial resistance. Before 1774, only the 
informal Committees of Correspondence, groups exchang-
ing news and views among the colonies via the mails, con-
nected one colony’s protestors to protesters elsewhere. 

Salt in the Wound: The Quebec Act
Parliament did not consider the Quebec Act of 1774 a 
coercive act. It was not intended to punish the colonials 
and had been in the works before the Boston Tea Party. But 
the act agitated New Englanders by granting official status 
to the Catholic religion in Quebec. Colonial anti-Catholicism 
was not universal as it had been, but it was far from dead.

Colonials were also angered by a provision of the Quebec 
Act that extended the borders of the province of Quebec 
into the Ohio Valley. This was provocative. Virginians had 
fought the French and Indian War to win these very lands. 
Speculators with claims to Ohio Valley land and farmers 
eyeing the possibility of moving there were alarmed.

Finally, the Quebec Act did not provide for an elective 
assembly in Canada. This omission after a decade of debate 
revolving around the sacredness of elective assemblies 
was particularly disturbing because of Parliament’s recent 
suppression of elected bodies in Massachusetts.

The Boston Tea Party in a woodcut cut hurriedly soon after the event. The destruction of the East India Company’s tea 
was well organized and flawlessly executed by the Sons of Liberty led by Samuel Adams.
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Now, while the delegates to the Continental Congress who 
trickled into Philadelphia during the summer came as New 
 Hampshiremen and New Yorkers and Carolinians, they acted 
in  concert—“continentally.” The congress had no formal au-
thority. But the colonial mood was such, and the prestige of 
the delegates so great, that its proceedings were followed as if 
it were a legislative body.

The First Continental Congress
The fi fty-six delegates to the First Continental Congress 
began their discussions on September 5, 1774. One of them, 
hometowner Benjamin Franklin, was already famous in 
Europe for his experiments with electricity. The names of 
Samuel Adams and Patrick Henry were known throughout 
the colonies thanks to newspapers. The others were men of 
only local renown, but that was enough to legitimate the 
congress in their colonies. Since every colony had closer 
relations with Great Britain than with the other American 
provinces, few of the delegates had met their colleagues 
from other colonies. 

They differed in temperament, in their sentiments toward 
Great Britain, and in their opinions as to what should be 
done, could be done, and ought not be done. But they got 
along remarkably well. The heritage they were soon to rebel 
against gave them much in common. They were all gentle-
men in the English mold: planters and professionals, par-
ticularly lawyers, and merchants whose wealth was enough 
to make them gentle. They prized education and civility. 
They knew how to keep debates decorous and impersonal. In 
the evening, they recessed to a round of festive dinners and 
parties with Philadelphia high society. George Washington 
of Virginia rarely dined in his own chambers. John Adams 
gushed in letters to his wife, Abigail, about the lavishness of 
the meals he was served. Only Samuel Adams, nurturing his 
ideal of republican frugality, shunned the social whirl and 
won the reputation of being a gradgrind. His enemy, Joseph 
Galloway, wrote that Adams “eats little, drinks little, sleeps 
little, thinks much, and is most decisive and indefatigable in 
the pursuit of his objects.”

None of the delegates had an “ideology”; only a few, like 
Samuel Adams, had an agenda. They were troubled and 
angry, even those who, in the end, would remain loyal to 
Great Britain. But they were uncertain in 1774, even vacil-
lating. The congress was on the verge of adopting a series 
of conciliatory resolutions written by Galloway when Paul 
Revere of Boston arrived in Philadelphia after a frantic ride 
with a set of defiant declarations called the Suffolk Resolves. 
(Boston was in Suffolk County.) The aggressive tenor of the 
Suffolk Resolves was utterly at odds with Galloway’s resolu-
tions, but the congress adopted them.

Still, there was no king-baiting in the style of Patrick 
Henry. Indeed, the delegates toasted themselves tipsy every 
evening raising glasses to King George. George III, unfor-
tunately, was not in a conciliatory mood. His gravest short-
comings, his disdain for colonials, and the simplicity of his 
mind, came to the fore. “Blows must decide whether they are 
to be subject to the country or independent,” he told Lord 

North at a time when no colonial leader of consequence had 
publicly mentioned force as a means of resistance or inde-
pendence as a conceivable alternative to colonial status. The 
king’s intransigence left the delegates the option of submis-
sion or responding in kind. One of the Congress’s last actions 
before adjourning was to call on Americans to organize and 
train militias.

Militias
Little encouragement was needed in the Massachusetts 
countryside. With tempers afl ame, men had already oiled 
their guns and begun to drill with some seriousness. The 
law in every colony required townships and counties to sup-
port a militia unit and train regularly; four musters a year 
was customary. Typically, all men were obligated to serve ex-
cept the very old, the disabled, clergymen, college students 
and professors, and, in some colonies, Quakers. In 1774, 
 Massachusetts militiamen ranged in age from sixteen to fi fty 
with men fi fty to seventy on an emergency “alarm list.” Since 
1711, thirty picked men were supposed to be ready to march 
with “a minute’s warning”—the so-called “Minutemen.” 

One problem was the fact that many militiamen did not 
own a musket, and penny-pinching colonial assemblies re-
fused to buy them. A New Hampshire captain said that half 
of his soldiers were unarmed. The image of early Americans 
as armed to the teeth is a myth. A study of western New 
 England, where Indians were still something of a threat, re-
vealed that few men had guns. In the secure eastern counties 
of every colony, there was little reason to keep a musket.  At 
the first real battle of the Revolution, at Concord, many of 
the Americans were unarmed, hoping to scavenge the mus-
ket of a fallen redcoat.

Militiamen were poorly trained, if trained at all. The men 
looked on the musters mainly as social occasions, which ap-
pears to have been what most were. Officers were elected on 
the basis of their popularity. If any of them had any knowl-
edge of drill, they lacked the authority to force their soldiers 
to it. A British drill officer punished soldiers who dragged 
their feet with a flogging. That certainly did not happpen at 
musters of American militia.

Professional soldiers scorned militia men. During the 
French and Indian War, General John Forbes had said “there 
is no faith or trust to be put in them.” George Washington, 
himself soon to command thouands of militiamen, would 
use almost identical words to describe them. 

In one area, colonial militiamen were the redcoats’ supe-
riors. They were more likely to be marksmen because they 
used their muskets primarily for hunting. In Pennsylvania, 
many people had adopted the Jaeger, a rifle introduced by 
German immigrants. Americans extended the length of 
the European rifle’s barrel for greater accuracy at long dis-
tances. A British officer observed, “provided an American 
rifleman were to get a perfect aim at 300 yards at me, stand-
ing still, he most undoubtedly would hit me unless it was 
a very windy day.” But marksmanship won no eighteeth-
century battles. Rapid volleys did, and rifles were slow 
to load.
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Lexington and Concord
General Gage was not concerned about the Massachusetts 
militia when he decided to seize rebel supplies stored at 
 Concord, 21 miles from his headquarters in Boston. He ex-
pected the British foray, commanded by Major John  Pitcairn, 
to be a complete surprise. Not even the British troops knew 
of his plan.  Early on the morning of April 19, 1775, 800 to 
900 redcoats were awakened, given a single day’s rations, 
thirty-six rounds of powder and ball each, and marched 
toward  Concord. They carried no knapsacks; it was to be 

a one-day operation. Howe advised Major Pitcairn that if 
Samuel Adams and John Hancock were in Concord, as they 
were believed to be, he was to arrest them.

Gage did not realize that Boston’s Sons of Liberty were 
watching. Paul Revere and two others galloped off ahead 
of the troops in different directions to arouse the militias. 
 Revere was the most effective of the riders. He not only awak-
ened every house he passed by shouting “The regulars are 
coming,” but, at the homes of Sons of Liberty known to him, 
he also made sure that riders were dispatched along the roads 
he could not cover.

When Major Pitcairn arrived at Lexington, a few miles shy 
of Concord, he found seventy mostly armed but obviously 
uneasy militiamen drawn up in a semblance of battle for-
mation. (But no “minutemen”; Lexington had ignored the 
requirement to maintain the special unit.) Pitcairn detached 
several companies from his column—the Concord Road by-
passed the village green—and quickly formed a professional 
battle line of tough, grim men. 

Twice Pitcairn ordered the colonials to disperse. Some wit-
nesses said that they were beginning to do so when a shot 
rang out. No one knew who fired it, a colonial hothead deter-
mined to force the issue or a British soldier mishandling his 
musket. It did not matter. Although not ordered to respond 
to the single shot, the redcoats volleyed, clearing the green 
in minutes.

Pitcairn marched on to Concord, where a much larger 
force of Americans mobilized by Revere met them at a 

The British Are Not Coming
Paul Revere (and William Dawes and Samuel Prescott) did not 
rouse every Middlesex village and town by shouting, as legend 
has it, “The British are coming! The British are coming!” In 
April 1775, Revere and other colonials thought themselves 
as British as soldiers from Yorkshire and Ayrshire (or South 
Carolina). They may have shouted that “the redcoats” were 
on the march, possibly that “the lobsters” were on the way. 
Those were derogatory American terms for British soldiers. 
Most likely, it was “The Regulars are coming.” Massachusetts 
militiamen thought of themselves as soldiers too, but as citizen 
soldiers; the redcoats were professionals, members of the 
regular army.

One of numerous depictions of the “battle” at Lexington, each one portraying the incident in a different light. This one conveys an image of 
(on the left) disciplined “minutemen” in a battle line. They are actually driving off jackals in redcoats who have burned the village. In fact, the 
militiamen gathered on Lexington Green understood as soon as they saw the British regulars that they could not stand up to them. At least a few 
of them were probably dispersing when the firing began.
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bridge inside the town. Surprised by the size of the resistance 
and worried by the Americans’ superior position, Pitcairn 
ordered a retreat to Boston. All the way back, militiamen 
sniped at the British soldiers from behind trees and stone 
fences, inflicting serious casualties. By the time the redcoats 
reached the city, 73 were dead and 174 were wounded. The 
casualties owed nothing to American marksmanship; the 
militiamen had fired, according to one calculation, 75,000 
rounds. Elated nonetheless, the militia, joined by thousands 
more from all over Massachusetts and Rhode Island, set up 
camps surrounding Boston. Within two weeks, the besiegers 
numbered 16,000.

Bunker Hill
In London, Edmund Burke pleaded with Parliament to evac-
uate Boston so that tempers could cool. As always, the most 
thoughtful politician of the age was heard for his eloquence, 
then ignored. Lord North dispatched an additional thousand 
troops to Boston along with three more generals: Henry 
Clinton, John “Gentleman Johnny” Burgoyne, and William 

Howe. All three, as well as Gage, had been personally sympa-
thetic to the Americans.

The British in Boston could be supplied by sea, and were 
protected by a land attack by the waterways that almost 
surrounded Boston. However, the city was vulnerable to 
bombardment from high ground north and south: Breed’s 
Hill and Bunker Hill to the north across the Charles River, 
Dorchester Heights to the south overlooking Boston Harbor. 
(Unknown to the British at the time, the Americans had only 
about a half dozen cannon.) General Clinton asked Gage to 
allow him to occupy Dorchester Heights. Howe asked to be 
sent to seize Breed’s Hill. The day before Howe was to move, 
1,600 Americans dug in on Breed’s Hill.

Howe sent 2,000 crack troops up the slopes. Puzzlingly, no 
one returned their fire. Then, when the Americans could “see 
the whites of their eyes” (in other words, when they could 
aim rather than volley), they let loose. The redcoats stag-
gered and retreated. They regrouped and again advanced, 
and again they were thrown back. Now, however, Howe cor-
rectly calculated that the Americans were short of powder 

MAP 8:1 The First Battles, April–June 1775. The British march to Lexington and Concord, and their retreat to Boston, was 
through farmland interrupted by stone fences and extensive woodlots which provided cover for “minutemen” from which they 
inflicted numerous casualties on the retreating column. The militia surrounded Boston, but that presented the British in the city with 
no supply problems. The Royal Navy controlled the harbor. However, American occupation of high ground north of the city was 
threatening—if the Americans brought in artillery. In June, in what has misleadingly been known as the Battle of Bunker Hill, the 
British assaulted Breed’s Hill, capturing it but at terrible cost.
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and shot. Reinforcing his badly mauled line with fresh men, 
Howe took Breed’s Hill with bayonets.

The British had won, or had they? Hearing that 200 men 
had been killed and 1,000 wounded, General Clinton re-
marked that too many such victories would destroy the 
 army’s capacity to fight. Several units were utterly destroyed. 
The Royal Welsh Fusiliers, three officers commanding thirty-
five men, were reduced to one corporal and eleven privates. 
The King’s Own Grenadiers, with forty-three officers and 
men before Lexington, listed twelve men “effective” after 
Bunker Hill. Half the officers who had marched to Concord 
were dead or seriously wounded; ninty-two had been lost, a 
terrible toll.

The misnamed Battle of Bunker Hill was a moral victory 
for the Americans. General Gage remarked, “in all their wars 
against the French they never showed so much conduct, 
 attention and perserverance as they do now.” He was so 
shaken he missed a golden opportunity. He refused to allow 
Clinton to move on Dorchester Heights which was still not 
occupied.

the first officer they met surrender. Having heard nothing of 
Lexington, Concord, or rebellion, the officer asked in whose 
name he was being addressed. According to legend, Allen re-
plied, “in the name of the great Jehovah and the  Continental 
Congress.” Memorable as the words were, Allen was unlikely 
to have spoken them since he was a militant atheist.

After helping to capture several other British outposts, 
 Arnold returned to New England where, in the fall, he was com-
missioned to cross the dense forests of Maine with 1,100 men. 
His orders were to rendezvous outside Quebec with General 
Philip Schuyler and about 2,000 New Yorkers and seize the city. 
The expedition was absurdly ill-equipped.  Arnold did not even 
have enough tents to shelter the men from heavy snows and 
most of their provisions were lost in an accident. The 600 men 
who made it to Quebec—the rest had died or deserted—were 
eating raw flour, candles, and soap to survive.

Schuyler captured poorly defended Fort St. John’s and his 
successor, Richard Montgomery, took Montreal, then a small 
town. Quebec also looked to be easy pickings. The city was de-
fended by only 1,150 Scots Highlanders when Arnold arrived 
and, at first, French-speaking farmers in thirty-seven of fifty 
parishes along the St. Lawrence sheltered and provisioned the 
Americans, some signing on as raiders and scouts. 

Unlike the French army in 1759, however, the British 
blocked access to the Plains of Abraham and remained be-
hind their fortifications. The French Catholic priests of 
the countryside, preferring the tolerance of the Quebec 
Act to notoriously anti-Catholic New Englanders, put an 
end to local assistance. Arnold’s assault on Quebec at the 
end of December was repelled. By spring, the combined 
American force numbered 8,000 troops, but General John 
Burgoyne arrived with a fresh British army and the rebels 
withdrew.

The Second Continental Congress
The delegates to the Second Continental Congress were less 
cautious than those of the First. Joseph Galloway, who op-
posed anything smacking of confrontation, was not present; 
Thomas Jefferson, a 32-year-old Virginian who had written 
several scorching anti-British polemics, was.

The situation had changed since the First Congress. Armed 
rebellion, barely imagined a year earlier, was a reality. With-
out bloodshed, royal authority was disintegrating everywhere 
as governors fled to the safety of British warships and self-
appointed committees of rebels took over the functions of 
government The Congress was in danger of being left behind 
by events. To assert its authority, the delegates sent George 
Washington of Virginia (who showed up wearing a military 
uniform) to take command of the troops around Boston in 
the Congress’s name. 

In its “Declaration of the Cause and Necessity of Taking up 
Arms,” published in July 1775, Congress insisted that the reb-
els sought only their rights as British subjects. But the incon-
sistency of shooting at George III’s soldiers while swearing 
loyalty to the king was preying on many minds. With Lord 
North failing to propose any kind of compromise, congress 

Ticonderoga and Quebec
American morale had a second boost in the spring of 1775. 
Soon after Lexington and Concord, the Massachusetts Com-
mittee of Safety instructed Benedict Arnold of Connecticut, 
a proven soldier, to raise an army and attack Fort Ticond-
eroga on Lake Champlain. Before he started, Arnold learned 
that backwoodsmen from what is now Vermont, the Green 
Mountain Boys, were preparing to march on the same fort, 
led by an eccentric land speculator named Ethan Allen.

Arnold caught up with the Vermonters but he was unable 
to get the headstrong Allen to recognize his authority. Quar-
reling all the way to the fort, the two shut up long enough to 
capture Ticonderoga on May 10. There was no battle. The fort 
was manned by only twenty-two soldiers and the gate was 
unlocked. Arnold and Allen walked in and demanded that 

A Less than Glorious History
Fort Ticonderoga still stands at a beautiful site between Lake 
Champlain and Lake George. Constructed by the French as 
Fort Carillon to command the ancient route between New York 
and Quebec, it was successfuly defended only once, by the 
French against an incompetent British general in July 1758.

In 1759, the British under General Jeffrey Amherst 
captured the “impregnable” fortress from the French.

In 1775, American militia captured it from the British 
without firing a shot.

In 1777, the Americans abandoned it when the British 
General Edward Braddock ordered artillery hauled to a high 
hill nearby.

In 1780, the British abandoned Fort Ticonderoga because 
there was no sense holdng on to it.



held back only because of a thread of sentiment—the sense 
that monarchy was essential to good government.

CUTTING THE TIE
The man who snipped this thread was the unlikeliest of char-
acters. Thomas Paine was a 38-year-old Englishman, only 
 recently arrived in the colonies. He had been a corsetmaker, 
much lower in social class than almost all other prominent 
American protesters. He had failed as a businessman and as a 
tax collector. He drank too much—“like a fi sh.” His appear-
ance was “loathesome.”  He was “so neglectful in his person 
that he is generally the most abominably dirty being upon 
the face of the earth.” And his egotism was bottomless.

Common Sense
And yet, with letters of introduction to Philadelphia print-
ers from Benjamin Franklin, Paine was able, immediately, to 
demonstrate that his talents as a propagandist were greater 
than any native colonial’s. In January 1776, he published a 
pamphlet that ranks with Luther’s ninty-fi ve theses and the 
Communist Manifesto as works of few words that shaped the 
course of history. In Common Sense, Paine argued that it was 
foolish for Americans to risk everything for the purpose of 
winning British approval. He shredded Americans’ attach-
ment to King George III, whom he called a “Royal Brute.” In-
deed, Paine attacked the idea of hereditary monarchy. King-
ship was “an offi ce any child or idiot may fi ll, . . . to be a king 
requires only the animal fi gure of a man.” 

With a gift for finding the right words that would produce 
many stirring calls on behalf of democracy and liberty over 
the next twenty years, Paine made converts by the thousands. 
Within a year, a population of 2.5 million bought 150,000 
copies of Common Sense; within a decade, half a million 
copies. Every American who could read must have at least 
skimmed it; many others must have heard it read aloud. 
Paine boasted that it was “the greatest sale that any perfor-
mance ever had since the use of letters.”

Paine’s unflattering depiction of the king seemed to come 
to life with every dispatch from London. George III refused 
even to listen to American suggestions for peace, and he 
backed Lord North’s proposal to hire German mercenaries 
to crush the rebels. As the spring of 1776 wore on, colony 
after colony formally nullified the king’s authority within its 
boundaries. Some instructed their delegates in Philadelphia 
to vote for independence. 

Independence
On June 7, Richard Henry Lee of Virginia introduced the res-
olution that “these United Colonies are, and of right ought 
to be, free and independent states.” For three weeks the del-
egates debated the issue. New England and the southern 
colonies were solidly for independence. The middle colonies 
were divided. New York never did vote for independence, 
but Pennsylvania, the large, prosperous, strategically located 
“keystone” of the colonies, gave in when the pacifi stic John 

Dickinson, a Quaker, and the cautious fi nancier,  Robert 
 Morris, agreed to absent themselves so that the deadlock in 
the delegation could be broken in favor of the resolution. 
(Both men later supported the patriot cause.)

Delaware, also divided, swung to the side of indepen-
dence when Caesar Rodney galloped full tilt from Dover 
to Philadelphia, casting the majority vote in his delega-
tion. On July 2, the maneuvers concluded, Congress broke 
America’s legal ties with England. “The second day of July 
1776,” an excited John Adams wrote to Abigail, “will be the 
most memorable epoch in the history of America.” He was 
two days off. The “Glorious Fourth” became the national 
holiday when, on that day, the Congress gathered to adopt 
its official statement to Americans and to the world of why 
it chose to dissolve the political bands that tied America to 
Great Britain.

The Funny “S”
In documents of the revolutionary era, including the 
Declaration of Independence, the letter s is often written 
f. This not a lowercase F. Note that the character has 
only half a crossbar, and sometimes not that. The f  is an 
s, pronounced the same as any other. The unfamiliar f
originated in German handwriting and was adopted by 
printers in the German printed alphabet. It made its way 
to England when the movable type used by the earliest 
English printers was imported from Germany.

The use of the f was governed by strict rules. It was 
a lowercase letter, never a capital at the beginning of 
a proper noun or sentence; the familiar S served that 
purpose. The f appeared only at the beginning or in the 
middle of a word in lowercase, never at the end. Thus, 
business was bufinefs and sassiness was faffinefs.
Printers abandoned this form of the letter early in the 
nineteenth century.

The Declaration
Offi cially, the Declaration of Independence was the work of 
a committee consisting of Thomas Jefferson, Roger Sherman 
of Connecticut, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and  Robert 
Livingston of New York. In fact, appreciating better than we 
do that a committee cannot write coherently, the work of 
composition was assigned to Jefferson because of his “pecu-
liar felicity of style.” The lanky Virginian, nearly as careless of 
his personal appearance as Tom Paine, holed up in his rooms 
and emerged with a masterpiece. 

Franklin and Adams changed a few words, and the 
 Congress made other alterations, reducing Jefferson’s origi-
nal by a fourth. Most of the deletions were justified:  Jefferson 
blamed George III for a number of crimes of which he was not 
 remotely guilty. The most important of the erasures  involved 
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an issue in which the king was blameless, but that was not 
the reason for its removal. Jefferson took a backhanded slap 
at the institution of slavery when he wrote that George III 
“has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating 
its most sacred right of life and liberty in the persons of a 
distant people who never offended him, capitvating them 
into slavery in another hemisphere.” Southern delegates gen-
erally did not like the clause; delegates from South Carolina 
and Georgia said they would not sign the Declaration if it 
included a criticism of slavery.

Why did Jefferson heap all the blame on George III when 
the king could do little and did little without the consent 
of  Parliament, usually on Parliament’s initiative? When, in 
 October 1775, Parliament voted on using troops to sup-
press the colonial rebellion, the House of Commons voted 
aye 278–108 and the House of Lords 69–29. Two explana-
tions are plausible. First, the Congress had learned from 
Thomas Paine that personalizing an enemy was the best way 
to arouse emotional support for a cause.  Second, the men of 
the Second Continental Congress had made a sacred talis-
man of the supreme authority of their elected assemblies. To 

John Trumbull’s classic painting of the signing of the Declaration of Independence depicts an assembly that never existed. By the time 
the document was ready for signing, most of the delegates had left for home. They signed without ceremony, singly or in twos and 
threes, later in the summer or fall of 1776. However, Trumbull went to great lengths to capture accurate likenesses of every signer.
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Common Knowledge
Jefferson did not try to be original in writing the Declaration 
of Independence. His purpose was to bring together ideas 
that were in the air, familiar to all, so as to sell the American 
cause. His famous restatement of the natural rights of 
man, for example, was taken from a speech that Samuel 
Adams made in Boston in November 1772: “Among the 
natural rights of the colonists are these: first, a right to life; 
secondly, a right to liberty; thirdly, to property; together with 
the right to support and defend them in the best manner 
they can.” Which itself was an elaboration of philosopher 
John Locke, with whose writings every educated colonial 
was familiar.

Jefferson made the point explicit. His purpose, he 
wrote, was “not to find out new principles, or new 
arguments, never before thought of, not merely to say 
things which had never been said before; but to place 
before mankind the common sense of the subject, and 
to justify ourselves in the independent stand we are 
compelled to take.”



 because, in his introductory sentences, Jefferson penned 
a stirring statement of universal human rights. Jefferson 
did not write solely of the rights of American colonials. He 
put their case for independence in terms of the rights of 
all human beings: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, 
that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among 
these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” And 
he tersely codifi ed the principle that government drew all 
of its  authority—not just the authority to tax—from the 
consent of the people governed. When the people withdrew 
that consent and were faced with coercion, they had the 
right to take up arms.

Wording from the Declaration of Independence would, 
over two centuries, be borrowed by many peoples assert-
ing their right to freedom, from the republics of Central 
and South America early in the 1800s to the Vietnamese in 
 September 1945. In the United States, groups making de-
mands on society—from African Americans to feminists 
and labor unions to organizations lobbying against smok-
ing tobacco in bar rooms—have based their program on 
their “inalienable rights.” In the summer of 1776, however, 
 Americans were not thinking of the Declaration’s future. The 
job was to win independence on the battlefield.

King George’s Spectacles
John Hancock, as president of the Second Continental 
Congress, was the first to sign the Declaration of 
Independence. He inscribed his name in an elegant 
hand, outsized so that, as Hancock said, King George 
could read his name without his glasses. In fact, Hancock 
often signed his name flamboyantly, including to the Olive 
Branch Petition, an earlier, conciliatory message to King 
George. And he was risking nothing in making his name 
clear to the king. He already had a price on his head 
because of his role in organizing the Boston Tea Party. 
Many of the other signers were, in fact, bolder, for they 
had previously been unknown to the king.

FURTHER READING

Classics Carl Becker, The Declaration of Independence, 1922; 
 Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution,
1967; Benjamin W. Labaree, The Boston Tea Party, 1964; John Shy, 
Toward Lexington: The Role of the British Army on the Coming of the 
Revolution, 1965.

General Don Higginbotham, The War of American Independence,
1763–1789, 1971; Alfred T. Young, The American Revolution: A Rad-
ical Interpretation, 1976; Pauline Maier, From Resistance to Revolu-
tion, 1765–1776, 1972; Robert Middlekauff, The Glorious Cause: The 
American Revolution 1763–1789, 1982; Edward Countryman, The
American Revolution, 1985; Baernard Bailyn, Voyagers to the West: A 
Passage in the Peopling of America on the Eve of the Revolution, 1986; 
Stephen Conway, The War of American Independence 1775–1783,
1995; Jon Butler, Becoming American: The Revolution Before 1776,
2000; John Ferling, A Leap in the Dark: The Struggle to Create the 
American Republic, 2003; Carol Berkin, Revolutionary Americans: 
Women in the Struggle for Independence, 2005; David McCullough, 
1776, 2005.

Landmarks Hiller B. Zobel, The Boston Massacre, 1970;  Marjoleine 
Kars, Breaking Loose Together: The Regulator Rebellion in Pre-
 Revolutionary North Carolina, 2002; A. Roger Ekirch, Poor  Carolina: 
Politics and Society in North Carolina, 1729–1776, 1981; David 
 Ammerman, In the Common Cause: American Response to the 
 Coercive Acts of 1774, 1974; Philip Lawson, The Imperial Challenge: 
Quebec and Britain in the Age of the American Revolution, 1989; 
David Hackett Fischer, Paul Revere’s Ride, 1994.

Soldiers John E. Ferling, A Wilderness of Miseries: War and War-
riors in Early America, 1980; Sylvia R. Frey, The British Soldier 

in America: A Social History of Military Life in the Revolutionary 
Period, 1984; Robert A. Gross, The Minutemen and Their World,
1976; Charles Royster, A Revolutionary People at War: The Conti-
nental Army and American Character 1775–1783, 1980; Stephen 
Brumwell, Redcoats: The British Soldier and War in the Americas, 
1755–1763, 2002.

The First Battles John Shy, Toward Lexington: The Role of the 
 British Army in the Coming of the Revolution, 1965; Robert L. 
O’Connell, Of Arms and Men: A History of War, Weapons, and 
 Aggression, 1989; Peter D. Thomas, Tea Party to Independence: The 
Third Phase of the American Revolution, 1773–1776, 1991; Mark V. 
Kwasny,  Washington’s Partisan War, 1775–1783, 1996.

Declaring Independence Garry Wills, Inventing America: Jefferson’s 
Declaration of Independence, 1978; Pauline Maier, American Scrip-
ture: The Making of the Declaration of Independence, 1998.

Biographies Bernard Bailyn, The Ordeal of Thomas Hutchinson,
1974; Richard R. Beeman, Patrick Henry: A Biography, 1974; Noel 
B. Gerson, The Grand Incendiary: A Biography of Samuel Adams,
1973; Ira D. Gruber, The Howe Brothers and the American Revolu-
tion, 1972; Pauline Maier, The Old Revolutionaries: Political Lives in 
the Age of Samuel Adams, 1980; John K. Alexander, Samuel Adams: 
America’s Revolutionary Politician, 2002; Willard Sterne Randall, 
Benedict Arnold: Patriot and Traitor, 1990; Richard Brookhiser, 
Founding Father: Rediscovering George Washington, 1996; Edmund 
Morgan, Benjamin Franklin, 2002; Harvey J. Kaye, Thomas Paine 
and the Promise of America, 2005; Gordon S. Wood, The American-
ization of Benjamin Franklin, 2004 and Revolutionary Characters: 
What Made the Founders Different, 2006.

have  demonized Britain’s elected assembly—the “Mother of 
 Parliaments”—would have been, at best, awkward.

Universal Human Rights
The Declaration of Independence is not remembered for 
its catalog of George III’s high crimes and misdemean-
ors. That part of the document is hardly read, except by 
historians. The Declaration has a place in world history 
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The War for 
Independence
The Rebels Victorious 1776–1781

The history of our Revolution will be one continual lie from one end to the 
other. The essence of the whole will be that Dr. Franklin’s electrical rod smote the 
earth and out sprang George Washington. That Franklin electrified him with 
his rod—and thenceforward these two constructed all the policy, negotiations, 
legislatures, and war.

—John Adams

T
he signers of the Declaration of Independence 
pledged their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred 
honor to their rebellion. They were not posturing. 
Had George III won the quick victory he expected, 
the delegates to the Second Continental Congress 

would have been punished severely. There would likely have 
been hangings. The noose had been the fate of Irish rebels 
and would be again. The Americans might see themselves as 
freedom fighters. To the king they were traitors.

AN IMBALANCE OF POWER
Other Europeans—especially the French—followed the 
news from America with great interest. The overwhelming 
victory Great Britain had won in 1763 disturbed every major 
 European power. There was little sentiment on the continent 
for a British victory. However, few observers gave the reb-
els much of a chance of prevailing. Their victories in 1775 
were in skirmishes, and the year would end with Benedict 
Arnold’s debacle at Quebec.

Opposing Armies
After Bunker Hill, Lord North’s military advisor, Lord George 
Germain, organized an army of 32,000 to join the redcoats al-
ready in America. It was largest military operation in  British 
history. However, a majority of the troops were not British 
but well-trained mercenaries rented out to Great Britain by 

several German princes. This was expensive. The charges 
were £7 a head, double if the man was killed. The German 
soldiers came from six different principalities, but Americans, 
who were enraged that mercenaries were sent against them, 
lumped all the Germans together as  “Hessians.” (Two of the 
suppliers were the states of Hesse-Cassell and Hesse-Hanau.) 
During much of the war, Britain never had fewer than 50,000 
troops ready for battle. In 1781, there were 92,000 redcoats 
and Hessians in Canada, the thirteen colonies, Florida, and 
the West Indies.

At first, the Americans could field only their hastily mo-
bilized militias. George Washington’s opinion of the sol-
diers surrounding Boston was as negative as the assessment 
of them by British officers. He wrote of the “unaccountable 
kind of stupidity” of New England militiamen, calling them 
“a mixed multitude of people . . . under very little discipline, 
order, or government.” 

A few militia units were first-rate, including the “Rhode 
 Island Army of Observation” led to Boston in 1775 by General 
Nathanael Greene.  Later in the war, South Carolina’s militia 
stood alone against a crack British army, avoiding a pitched 
battle but harassing the redcoats to distraction and retreat. 
Even the militias no one trusted in battle played an important 
part in the war effort. By policing areas the British did not oc-
cupy, which was almost the entire American countryside, they 
freed the soldiers of the Continental Army for battle. 

The Continental Army, created by the Congress, was, by 
1778, pretty well trained and usually effective. But it was an 
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144 Chapter 9 The War for Independence

After the French and Indian War, New Yorkers erected a much admired equestrian statue of George III.  It represented no small 
expenditure for a small provincial city.  In the excitement following the Declaration of Independence, a mob pulled the statue down. 
The bronze was melted and recast into cannon for Washington’s army.
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army with a problem the British and Hessians did not face. 
“Continentals” (as the soldiers were known) enlisted for a 
year at a time. When they were free to leave, the majority 
usually did. Washington never had more than 18,500 Con-
tinentals under his command and, on several occasions, his 
regular army dwindled to 5,000.

The British navy was without an equal in the world in 
both size and quality. By the end of 1777, eighty-nine  British 
warships carrying 2,576 guns were stationed in American 
waters. The patriot navy was a cipher at the start of the war 
and never amounted to much. Washington had to pay out of 
his own pocket for the first American warship, the  Hannah,

1776 1777 1778 1779 1782 17831780 1781

The War for Independence 1776–1783

Oct 1777 Major American victory at Saratoga

Treaty of Paris: American independence; British evacuate New York  1783

July 1776 British troops land in New York
Aug–Oct 1776 Washington’s army repeatedly defeated around New York

Sept 1776 Benjamin Franklin in Paris to request French aid
Dec–Jan 1776 Washington wins victories at Trenton and Princeton

Sept–Oct 1777 Washington defeated outside Philadelphia

Feb 1778 France enters war as American ally

1781 British army surrenders to Washington 
    and Rochambeau at Yorktown

1778–1781 American defeats and
 demoralization



Americans went with them. When General Howe established 
his headquarters in New York, his redocats were received 
more as liberators than as occupiers. By the end of the war, 
about 19,000 Americans had enlisted in ninety-eight Loyalist 
regiments in the British army. One American in thirty left 
the country to live in England, the West Indies, or Canada. As 
late as 1812, 80 percent of the population of Upper Canada 
(Ontario) was American-born.

In the North, most Anglicans were Loyalists or, as the 
patriots called them, Tories. So were many merchants with 
close commercial ties to Britain. Imperial officials supported 
the Crown, of course, as did some rich South Carolina and 
Georgia planters.

The British won support among southern slaves by 
 offering freedom in return for military service. Some 50,000 
African Americans fled their masters during the war. Both 
George Washington and Thomas Jefferson lost slaves to the 
British. When the war ended, Britain evacuated about 20,000 
black loyalists to Nova Scotia, England, Jamaica, and Sierra 
Leone in West Africa.

Alexander Hamilton, Washington’s aide-de-camp, urged 
southern patriots to free slaves who agreed to take up arms 
in the cause of independence. “I have no doubt,” he wrote, 
“that the Negroes will make excellent soldiers.”  His proposal 

Loyalist Fears
The Reverend Mather Byles was an oddity, a Massachusetts 
Congregationalist minister who opposed the Revolution. His 
colleagues were, almost all of them, militant patriots. In a 
sermon in 1776 Byles explained his fear that the Revolution 
would liberate an undesirable trend toward democracy. 
“Which is better,” he asked, “to be ruled by one tyrant three 
thousand miles away, or by three thousand tyrants not a mile 
away?” The question has not yet been definitively answered.

After the War
After the war, wealthy white loyalists usually went to 
England where, compensated for their losses, they did fine 
among their own social class. Whites of middling status 
who settled in Upper Canada (Ontario) generally prospered. 
Black loyalists fared less well, particularly those taken to 
Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. Most were compensated 
less than whites were. (Was not their freedom reward 
enough? they were asked.) Many did not receive the land 
they had been promised. In order to survive they had to 
sign indentures on whatever terms they were offered. They 
lived in fear of being kidnapped by slave catchers from the 
independent United States or, indeed, from Nova Scotia, 
where slavery was legal. When, in 1792, black loyalists 
were invited to settle Sierra Leone in West Africa, several 
thousand signed up; 1,200 departed on the first fifteen-vessel 
expedition.

Joseph Brant, painted by Gilbert Stuart several years after the War 
for Independence. Brant, whose Mohawk name was Thayendanegea 
under whom the Cherry Valley massacre of settlers of 1778 took place, 
but the murderers were Senecas whom he tried to control and failed. 
He settled in Ontario with other Loyalist Mohawks after the war.
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a schooner with only four guns. (Some merchant vessels 
were better armed.) The Continental Congress appropriated 
funds to build thirteen frigates, one for each state, but the 
eleven that were actually completed fared poorly. One was 
destroyed in battle, seven were captured, two were scuttled 
to keep them out of British hands, and one was accidentally 
set afire by its own crew. All told, the British destroyed or 
captured thirty-four of thirty-five vessels Congress built and 
lost only five of their own.

Privateers, however, did terrific damage to British ship-
ping. The Continental Congress issued Letters of Marque 
to 1,697 vessels. Several states commisioned others. Some 
 privateers preyed on British ships carrying supplies to the 
redcoats. Others, operating out of French ports, worked 
British waters, looking for merchant vessels. They captured 
about 15 percent of Britain’s commercial fleet.

Loyalists: White, Black, and Red
By no means did every American support the war. John 
Adams estimated that a third of the white population re-
mained loyal to the king. That may have been overstating it 
but not by much. When the British evacuated Boston, 1,000 
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got nowhere. Indeed, when Washington first arrived outside 
Boston and discovered that some Massachusetts militiamen 
were black, he discharged them. He later countermanded 
the order because free blacks in New England were pro-
 independence and were indignant that they were denied the 
chance to fight. Chronically short of troops, Washington had 
to suppress his slave owner’s reflexive opposition to arming 
black men. About 5,000 African Americans, almost all north-
erners, fought in militias or the Continental army.

Indians lined up on both sides. The Revolution split the 
200-year-old Iroquois Confederacy in two. At first, the Six 
Nations (the Tuscarora had joined the original five) tried 
to be neutral. However, a well-educated Mohawk, Thayen-
danega, who took the name Joseph Brant when he converted 
to Anglicanism, convinced most Mohawk, Seneca, and 
 Cayuga warriors to side with the British. In 1777, the Oneida 
and Tuscarora aligned with the patriots. The war shattered 
the individual tribes as well as the Confederacy; some Iro-
quois of every tribe fought with the Americans and some 
with the British.

The Revolution was, in part, a chapter of the 150-year war 
of whites against Indians. George Washington’s single big-
gest operation before the Battle of Yorktown was directed not 
against the British but was a 1779 assault on the Mohawks in 
New York.

American Hopes
For all the bad news, the patriot cause was far from hopeless. 
The Americans were fi ghting a defensive war in their home-
land, the kind of confl ict that bestows considerable advan-
tages on rebels, no matter what the other handicaps. They 
did not have to destroy the larger British and Hessian armies. 
Rebels on their own ground need only hold on and hold out 
until weariness, demoralization, dissension, and a painful 
defeat here and there take their toll on the enemy.

An army attempting to suppress a rebellion, by way of 
contrast, must wipe out the enemy’s military capacity and 
then occupy and pacify the entire country, never a mission 
that promotes goodwill. One the Americans’ friends in Par-
liament, Edmund Burke, pointed out the immensity of this 
challenge as early as 1775. “The use of force alone is but tem-
porary,” he said. “It may subdue for a moment; but it does 
not remove the necessity of subduing again; and a nation is 
not governed which is perpetually to be conquered.”

The British would never be able to crush the patriot mili-
tary. (They came close once, in New York in 1776.) Redcoats 
occupied most port cities for much of the war; as late as 1780, 
they captured Charleston. But only one American in twenty 
lived in the seaports. From first to last, the countryside was 
largely under patriot control, providing sanctuary for their 
armies where they could not be pinned down. The large British 
garrisons in the cities had to be provisioned in large part from 
abroad. Even in a grain rich land, oats for horses were carried 
by ship from England and Ireland. At one point, British com-
manders believed that they would have to import hay!

Benjamin Franklin in France during the War for Independence, 
lionized by aristocrats. His diplomatic methods, highly social and 
indirect in the European manner, worked superbly although they 
disgusted brusque and tactless John Adams, who joined him in 
Paris. He was ambivalent about ever returning to the United States, 
as he had been during his long residence in Great Britain. Had his 
proposal of marriage to an eccentric widow, Mme. Helvetius, been 
accepted he would probably have stayed. Abigail Adams was “highly 
disgusted” when, at dinner, Mme. Helvetius sat in Franklin’s lap.
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The patriots had friends in Britain like Burke, speaking 
and politicking on their behalf. Charles Fox, the radical John 
Wilkes, and the prominent Marquis of Rockingham sniped 
at Lord North’s ministry throughout the war. They believed 
that the Americans were more right than wrong. Indeed, al-
beit privately, Lord North had doubts about the justice of the 
British cause.

The patriots also had reason to hope for help from Europe. 
They were encouraged in their rebellion from the start. From 
Spanish Louisiana, Governor Bernardo de Gálvez surrepti-
tiously provided arms to American militias. France, so pain-
fully humiliated by the British in 1763, was even more helpful. 
In May 1776, Louis XVI’s ministers began to funnel money 
and arms to the rebels through a not-so-secret agent, Pierre 
de Beaumarchais, who also provided money to the Americans 
from his own purse. During the first two years of the war, 80 
percent of patriot gunpowder came from France.

BOSTON GAINED,
NEW YORK LOST
In September 1776, Congress sent Benjamin Franklin to Paris 
to seek a formal French alliance. Franklin was 70 years old but 
just slightly creaky. He was a social sensation among the French 
nobility. Already famous for his experiments with electricity, 
Franklin exploited a “noble savage” craze in which many of 
the smart set were wrapped up, enamored of primitives as 
they imagined Americans to be. Franklin played along. He 
wore rough homespun wool clothing to fashionable affairs, 
no wig on his bald head, and the rimless bifocal spectacles he 
had invented. (In real life, Franklin loved luxury. During his 
years in France he lived in a suburban mansion—loaned to 
him gratis—with servants, a fi ne chef, and a wine cellar.)

Conquering French high society was one thing. The for-
eign minister, Charles, Count Vergennes, although hoping 
for American success, was a tougher nut. By the fall of 1776 
when Franklin arrived, the Continental Army had suffered 
an almost fatal series of defeats. Vergennes told Franklin that 
the Americans had to demonstrate that their chances of win-
ning were plausible before he would consider committing 
France to open military assistance.

Stalemate at Boston
Given the condition of the army George Washington found 
outside Boston in the summer of 1776—untrained, undisci-
plined men; only nine rounds of gunpowder per soldier; just 
six artillery pieces total—he did well just to hang on.  General 
William Howe, who succeeded General Gage as  British 
commander, may have missed an opportunity to trounce 
 Washington’s army and end the rebellion before Franklin 
reached Paris. 

But Howe sat tight in Boston, and he had good reasons for 
doing so. He was justifiably haunted by the terrible casualties 
the British had sustained at Bunker Hill against an even rawer 
American force. And he disliked Boston as a base of operations. 
Boston was the most anti-British city in the colonies. Howe 
recognized immediately that he should evacuate the city and 
establish British headquarters in friendlier New York. For that 
he needed permission from London. It was granted, but be-
cause of the slow exchange of messages—an Atlantic crossing 
could still take two months, even longer—it was  impossible to 
organize so massive an operation before winter.

Personally, Howe was content to see the winter out where 
he was. He had an opulent residence and was having a good 
time with a beautiful American mistress, Elizabeth Loring. 
Bostonians sang:

Sir William Howe, he, snug as a flea,
Lay all this time a-snoring;
Nor dreamed of harm, as he lay warm
In bed with Mrs. Loring

Washington had no mistress in his quarters across the river in 
Cambridge. He faithfully wrote weekly to his wife about, among 
other things, the dislike he had taken to New Englanders. He 
made an exception of Nathanael Greene of Rhode Island and 
Henry Knox of Massachusetts who, like Greene, had taught 
himself the military arts—and very well—by reading books. 
With some effort, Greene talked Washington out of launching 
a winter assault on Boston across frozen Back Bay. The ice was 
too thin, he pointed out, and every square foot of the bay was 
covered by British artillery. (Washington knew enough to defer 
to a New Englander when it came to frozen bays.)

Knox persuaded Washington (who, for all the combat he 
had seen, was not an imaginative general) to order an opera-
tion he had conceived. Knox would lead a party 300 miles 
west to Fort Ticonderoga where Allen and Arnold had cap-
tured dozens of cannon and mortars along with the fort. They 
were rusting at Ticonderoga and sorely needed at  Boston. 
Knox believed he could bring the artillery the breadth of 
 Massachusetts despite the rigors of the New England winter.

Dorchester Heights
Knox’s feat was next to miraculous. (Washington never for-
got it.) Just to cross snowbound Massachusetts was a chore. 
To cross the state with eighty yoke of oxen (which had to 
be fed) and fi fty-eight mortars and cannon was a herculean 

Pimp
General Howe’s American mistress, Elizabeth Loring, was 
married, the wife of a Loyalist, Joshua Loring. He did not 
mind being cuckolded so openly that all Boston sang about 
it. Actually, Loring was less a cuckold than Elizabeth’s pimp. 
Howe rewarded his good sportsmanship by showering 
Loring with lucrative army contracts. It is interesting to note 
that while Mrs. Loring was the object of ribald ridicule, her 
sleazy husband was hardly noticed.
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labor. (Three of the mortars weighed a ton each; one cannon 
weighed 5,000 pounds.) 

In the meantime, the redcoats in Boston had a bad winter. 
Bad weather at sea disorganized their supply line. At least sev-
enty ships carrying men, provisions, and arms from Britain 
were blown south and passed the winter in the West Indies. 
Common soldiers in Boston were put on short rations and 
ran out of firewood. Foraying out of the surrounded city was 
impossible, so the redcoats pulled down a hundred build-
ings, including Old North Church, for the sake of warmth. 
Disease was rife. The winter in Boston was the only period of 
the year when the Americans enjoyed better sanitation than 
the British.

Unaware that Howe intended to evacuate Boston in the 
spring, Washington set about improving his army’s de-

fenses. The key position in any battle was high ground, 
Dorchester Heights, a mile and a half south of the British 
front lines. Neither Howe nor Washington had attempted 
to occupy the Heights because the high ground was acces-
sible only by a narrow spit of land and, therefore, easy for 
the enemy to cut off. Dorchester Heights remained a no 
man’s land.

When Knox arrived with the Ticonderoga artillery, 
 Washington was emboldened to risk an exposed move-
ment to the high ground. On the night of March 5, 1776, 
as unnoticed as Wolfe’s ascent to the Plains of Abraham, the 
 Americans moved the cannon and mortars and several thou-
sand men to Dorchester Heights. Sunrise revealed to Howe 
that the Americans were now capable of levelling  Boston 
at will. A British barrage revealed that their guns could 
not be sufficiently elevated to reach Washington’s position. 
 American soldiers gathered 700 cannonballs that landed 
harmlessly on the hillside below their fortifications.

Worse than threatening the city, Washington’s artillery 
commanded much of Boston Harbor where Howe’s lifeline, 
the British fleet, was anchored. Howe sent a message through 
the lines that, if the Americans did not interfere with his 
evacuation, he would not destroy Boston (common practice 
for an army evacuating a city). Washington faced a dilemma. 
Knox’s cannon were capable of savaging the British ships, 
but not destroying the entire fleet. If he opened fire, Howe 
would still escape with most of his army, but he would burn 
Boston, patriot country, to the ground. Americans in other 
cities might well blame the Continentals for the devastation 
and think twice about where their loyalties lay. Beginning 
on March 10, with the American artillery silent, about 120 
 British ships took aboard 9,000 troops, 1,200 soldiers’ wives 
and children, 1,100 loyalists, Howe and Mrs. Loring, and 
sailed for Halifax in Nova Scotia.

BOSTON

Medford

Cambridge

Roxbury

BACK
BAY

BOSTON
HARBOR

Dorchester
Heights

Bunker
Hill Breed’s

Hill

Charlestown

High Ground

Low Ground: Marsh and Mud Flats

Towns British Fleet

American Defensive Positions

British Defensive Positions

Castle
Island

MAP 9:1 Stalemate at Boston, June 1775–March 1776.
After the shocking casualties of the Battle of Bunker Hill, the 
British troops in Boston dug in and sat. General Howe wanted
to evacuate the city in 1775, but permission arrived so late 
in the year that he postponed leaving to the spring of 1776. 
The delay was a blessing for anti-British Boston; Howe would 
have burned the city had Washington not been able to mount 
artillery on Dorchester Heights that would have played havoc 
with the evacuation fleet. The two generals tacitly agreed that if 
Washington’s cannon were silent, Howe would not torch Boston.

Military Music
Drum, fife, and trumpet were essential to armies on the 
move. Boys of 12 and 13 beat snare drums to set the 
cadence for marching soldiers. If his men stepped off 
96 paces of 30 inches each in a minute, a commander 
knew that the army was covering 3 miles in fifty minutes, 
allowing ten minutes every hour for a breather and a 
drink.

Fifers tootled not only to entertain the men but also to 
communicate orders: the Pioneers’ March was the signal 
for road-clearing crews to get started ahead of the infantry. 
Roast Beef meant it was time to eat. Fifes were also vital in 
battle. The men could hear their shrill voices above the roar 
of firearms when they could not hear an officer’s shouts.

Cavalry also used musical instruments for communication, 
but kettle drums instead of snare drums, so as not to be 
confused with infantry, and valveless trumpets (bugles) 
instead of fifes. Requiring only one hand, they could be played 
on horseback.



Humiliation in New York
Halifax was for regrouping and reinforcement. Howe in-
tended to establish his headquarters in New York, then a 
city of 20,000, larger than Boston and centrally located. 
 Washington got there fi rst, occupying Manhatttan Island 
and the western end of Long Island, present-day Brooklyn. 
(In 1776, Brooklyn was a village.) He had between 8,000 and 
10,000 troops in the vicinity or on the way.

On June 29, the first British ships arrived in New York 
 harbor, 100 of them by sunset. (One monster carried sixty 
guns; two carried fifty.) More arrived daily from Halifax, the 
West Indies, and England until 400 vessels were anchored 
in the harbor, most within sight of the city. About 32,000 
soldiers, half British, half Hessians mustered on Staten Is-
land. Surveying the long odds the Americans faced, one of 
Washingon’s aides wrote in his journal, “it is a mere point of 
honor that keeps us here.”

Late in August, Howe invaded Long Island. Washington’s 
right flank was incomplete, and the British and Hessians al-
most surrounded his army. If they had, it could have been 
the end of the war, two months after the Declaration of 
 Independence was signed. However, in the first instance of 
Washington’s slipperiness in escape, most of the  American 
troops were able to regroup on Brooklyn Heights, high 

ground on the East River across from Manhattan. In a skill-
fully executed overnight maneuver, Massachusetts fishermen 
ferried about 5,000 soldiers to Manhattan. 

Howe was, however, right behind them. The British 
captured 3,000 Americans at Fort Washington and forced 
 General Greene to abandon Fort Lee, directly across the 
Hudson River in New Jersey. Once again Washington and his 
bedraggled troops escaped within hours of capture north to 
White Plains where the Americans were defeated in a brief 
battle, then across the Hudson into New Jersey whence they 
fled to the south. When Washington was able to count heads 
in New Brunswick, he had only 3,500 soldiers under his per-
sonal command; half of them were marking time until their 
enlistments expired a few weeks later.

Howe and his generals enjoyed the New York campaign. 
It was mostly chase, reminding them of a fox hunt. When 
British buglers sounded tally-ho, Washington, himself an 
avid hunter and always super-sensitive about his dignity, was 
infuriated. 

The remnants of the Continental army that fled across yet 
another river, the Delaware, into Pennsylvania, were hope-
lessly demoralized.  Thousands of captured patriot soldiers 
in New York and New Jersey had taken an oath of allegiance 
to the Crown. In Philadelphia, a day’s march to the south 
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of  Washington’s position, Congress panicked and fled to 
 Baltimore. It was December 1776.  The Revolution was close 
to being snuffed out. “These are the times that try men’s 
souls,” Thomas Paine wrote. “The summer soldier and the 
sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service 
of his country.”

Saving the Cause
Howe considered invading Pennsylvania and fi nishing 
 Washington off. But he decided to soldier by the book and 
the book said that, come December, an army went into winter 
quarters. His army settled into New York where the popula-
tion was friendly, including a large contingent of prostitutes 
whom both Americans and British described as a terrifying 
lot of “bitch foxy jades, hogs, strums.” Howe assigned small 
advance garrisons to Princeton and Trenton to keep an eye 
on what was left of Washington’s army.

Washington was no more an innovator than Howe was. 
Had his army not been near disintegration, he too would have 
followed the book into winter quarters. But would he have 
an army come spring? On Christmas night,  Washington’s 
trusty fishermen rowed Durham boats, lumbering 40-foot-
long vessels used to transport pig iron from Pennsylvania to 
New Jersey, forty men in each, across a deserted stretch of the 
Delaware River. At eight in the morning (two hours behind 
schedule), the Americans surprised the 1,500 Hessians in 
Trenton and, in a fifteen-minute battle, killed and wounded 
over 100 and made prisoners of 900. The Americans suffered 
only five casualties.

It was the morale booster Washington needed, but not 
quite enough for him. After withdrawing across the Delaware, 
the Americans returned to New Jersey, eluded a large army 
under General Charles Cornwallis, and attacked the Brit-
ish garrison at Princeton, taking 300 more prisoners. Howe 
was forced to withdraw his forward line to New  Brunswick. 
Washington made his winter quarters in Morristown, New 
Jersey.

Trenton and Princeton were small battles. Given the size of 
his army in New York, Howe’s losses were minor. But Wash-
ington had saved the patriot cause when its prospects could 
not have been lower. Reading of the campaign in  Prussia, 
the military genius, King Frederick the Great, described it 
as brilliant.

British Strategy
The British were still thinking New England, where the Revo-
lution began, in 1777. The plan was for Howe’s army to move 
north up the Hudson River, joining forces with Iroquois 
warriors led east on the Mohawk River by Joseph Brant and 
Barry St. Leger, and another large British army coming south 
out of Montreal. The three-part pincers maneuver would 
isolate New England from the rest of the colonies. With the 
the Royal Navy blockading New England’s ports, the British 
army could easily subdue Massachusetts, Connecticut, and 
Rhode Island from the west. If the loss of New England was 
not enough to persuade Washington to ask for terms, the 
British would then move against his army.

Lord George Germain was persuaded to approve the plan 
by General John Burgoyne, who had returned to England 
from Boston and was betting his career on the campaign. 
A playwright and bon vivant popular in London society, 

War Crimes
Soldiers and Indians on both sides were guilty of atrocities. 
Colonel Henry Hamilton, the British commander of Fort Detroit, 
was called the “hair buyer” because he paid Indians for patriot 
scalps, women’s and children’s as well as adult males’. In 
1776, Cherokees ravaged the Virginia and Carolina frontiers, 
massacring everyone in their path. In July 1778, loyalists and 
Indians scourged Pennsylvania’s Wyoming Valley; in November, 
a similar force swept through Cherry Valley in New York. About 
200 were murdered in Pennsylvania, 40 in Cherry Valley.

At King’s Mountain in 1780, American troops shot down 
redcoats who had surrendered. Virginia and North Carolina 
militia burned 1,000 Cherokee villages and destroyed 50,000 
bushels of corn. In March 1782, Pennsylvania militia murdered 
ninety-six Delaware Indians who had carefully maintained 
their neutrality for six years.
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MAP 9:3 Victory at Saratoga, October 17, 1777. While 
Washington’s army was setting up winter quarters in Valley 
Forge in October 1777, the British suffered a total defeat at 
Saratoga, New York. The surrender of the British army there 
heartened the French to sign an alliance with the United States.



 Burgoyne would command the 8,000-strong army and more 
than 100 cannon coming from Montreal. But Howe, in New 
York City, sabotaged Burgoyne’s bright idea. In part, perhaps, 
because he believed Burgoyne would get the credit for vic-
tory, in part because he was persuaded by Joseph Galloway, 
Pennsylvania’s leading loyalist, that Philadelphia, the largest 
American city, was ripe for plucking, Howe took his troops 
south instead of north. He left only 3,000 men under General 
Henry Clinton in New York, not enough to hold the city and 
help Burgoyne upon the Hudson.

Saratoga: A Watershed
Howe moved to Pennsylvania by sea, Washington overland. 
On September 11, their armies met at Brandywine Creek 
southwest of Philadelphia. The British drove Washington 
from the fi eld but without—again—destroying his army. 
On September 26, after another victory at Paoli, Howe oc-
cupied Philadelphia. On October 4, Washington attacked at 
 Germantown, north of the city. While coming close to vic-
tory, in the end he was repulsed. His army fell back to winter 
quarters at Valley Forge, not even a town but rolling farm-
land. Washington found comfortable farmhouses for himself 
and his staff, but the soldiers had to build rude cabins. Howe 
was again ensconced in a comfortable and friendly city.

Alas for glory, Howe’s success in 1777 was tarnished by 
events in the forests of New York. In June, Burgoyne had left 
Montreal with 4,000 redcoats, 3,200 Hessians, several  hundred 

Canadians, some loyalists and Indians, and 138 cannon. The 
3,500 Americans at Fort Ticonderoga fled without a fight. (No 
one, it seems, ever held Fort Ticonderoga.) But Burgoyne’s 
progress was slow. For three weeks, the column advanced just 
a mile a day.  Americans, proud of their ability to cope with 
wilderness conditions, delighted in blaming Burgoyne’s per-
sonal baggage for the lack of progress. On a road that was 
little more than an Indian trail, his “luggage” filled thirty ox 
carts and included living and dining suites, a bed and linens, 
china, and crystal fit for a London party. But all British gen-
erals traveled with such luxuries. Mostly,  Burgoyne was slow 
because he saw no need to rush and his pioneers (as axeman 
were called) had to clear the way of hundreds of trees that the 
Americans had felled across the road.

Then bad news began to arrive from every direction. 
St. Leger’s and Brant’s army of Mohawks, which Burgoyne 
expected to join him, disintegrated after a series of battles 
with Nicholas Herkimer and Benedict Arnold around 
Fort  Stanwix, halfway across New York. Burgoyne sent the 
 Hessians east on a routine foraging mission—they were 
to seize supplies in Bennington, Vermont—and they were 
wiped out by militia. And Burgoyne learned that Howe was 
en route to  Philadelphia not north on the Hudson River. His 
plan, brilliant on paper, had fallen to pieces in the woods.

The occupation of New England was out of the question. 
The best Burgoyne could hope for was to preserve his army 
by retreating to Canada. Instead, he dug in near Saratoga 

Burgoyne’s march from Montreal to Saratoga suffered mishaps at every turn. Nothing went right. When his army was encircled in 
October 1777, he surrendered to General Horatio Gates at Saratoga. The news of the major American victory was enough to bring 
France into the war.
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152 Chapter 9 The War for Independence

and hoped for help from General Clinton. American Gen-
eral Horatio Gates jumped on Burgoyne’s blunder and sur-
rounded his army. On October 17, he accepted the surrender 
of 5,700 soldiers. The Battle of Saratoga was the most impor-
tant event of the year, perhaps of the war. Not only did New 
England remain under patriot control, the major American 
victory was also precisely the news for which Franklin was 
waiting in Paris.

THE TIDE TURNS
The Battle of Saratoga allayed Vergennes’s doubts about 
American chances of winning the war. The rout of an army 
of 8,000 crack redcoats and German mercenaries was no skir-
mish. Indeed, when Lord North heard of the British defeat, 
he wrote to Franklin that King George would end the war 
on the terms demanded by Americans up to July 1776. The 
Intolerable Acts and other obnoxious laws enacted between 
1763 and 1775 would be repealed. Great Britain would con-
cede the colonies’ control of their internal affairs in return 
for them swearing loyalty to the king. In retrospect, we can 
see that Lord North proposed to organize the empire (the 
North American colonies, anyway) as a commonwealth of 
autonomous dominions, the status Britain accorded Canada, 
Australia, and New Zealand in the nineteenth century. 

But victory is a tonic, and American blood was up. By 
the end of 1777, American animosity toward the mother 
country had intensified. Patriot propagandists made hay of 
Hessian troops, many of whom went into battle pledged to 
take no prisoners, and the murder and scalping of a young 
woman, Jane McCrea (a loyalist, ironically), by Indians under 
 Burgoyne’s command. In New Jersey, redcoats and Hessians 
brutally bullied farmers, raping women and girls. The old 
rallying cry, the “rights of British subjects,” had lost its magic. 
The French offered a military alliance that was more attrac-
tive in the wake of Saratoga than returning, however victori-
ously, to the British Empire.

Foreign Intervention
In December 1777, France formally recognized the inde-
pendence of the United States. In February 1778,  Vergennes 
signed a treaty of alliance to go into effect if France and 
 Britain went to war (which they did in June 1778). It pro-
vided for close commercial ties between France and the 
United States and stated that France would assert no claims 
to Canada after the war. France’s reward at the peace table 
would be in the West Indies.

The war could not have been won without the French alli-
ance. Not only did “America’s oldest friend” pour money and 
men into the conflict, France also provided a fleet, which the 
Americans lacked and could not hope to create. Individual 
patriot seamen like John Paul Jones (“I have not yet begun to 
fight”) and John Barry (no particularly memorable sayings) 
won morale-boosting victories over single British ships. 
But the superiority of the Royal Navy enabled the  British to 
hold Philadelphia and New York for most of the war, and 

to  capture Charleston, Savannah, and Newport near the 
end. Without the French navy, the entire American coastline 
might have been blockaded.

In fact, patriot merchantmen had little difficulty moving 
goods in and out of the many small ports on the Atlantic. 
Until 1781, when the British occupied the island, Dutch 
St. Eustatius in the West Indies was, along with French 
 Martinique, the major destination of American merchants. 
Holland was neutral, but well disposed to the Americans. 
Ships of all nations brought cargos destined for America 
to St. Eustatius where American sloops and schooners col-
lected them for trans-shipment to the continent. When the 
British fleet  finally seized St. Eustatius with a surprise at-
tack, they found fifty American merchantmen in the harbor, 
2,000 American seamen carousing in the port.

Spain sent Bernardo de Gálvez into British Florida, where 
he occupied every fort. Vergennes averted a war brewing be-
tween Prussia and Austria that would have tied down French 
troops in Europe, always a British objective. He persuaded 
both countries, as well as Russia, to declare their neutrality, 
denying Britain the allies the country sorely needed.

Woman Warriors
During the Revolution, an unknown number of women 
sheared their hair, bound their breasts, donned men’s 
clothing, and signed up in the army. A few were discovered. 
Robert Shurtleff’s (Deborah Sampson’s) sex was discovered 
by a surgeon when she was badly wounded. The army took 
Sampson’s masquerade with good grace. She was granted 
a pension and she lectured widely on how she pulled her 
trick off.

Molly Hays was carrying water to troops at the Battle of 
Monmouth in 1778 (she was nicknamed Molly Pitcher) when 
her husband, an artilleryman, collapsed from exhaustion. She 
took his place in the gun crew. As did Margaret Corbin at the 
battle of Fort Washington two years earlier.

In 1777, with the menfolk gone, women from Pepperell 
and Groton in northern Massachusetts mobilized to defend 
a bridge at the news a British army was approaching. 
It proved to be a false rumor, but they were as ready as 
Minutemen.

Mercenaries for Liberty
A Europe at peace meant that many military  professionals 
were unhappily unemployed. Aristocratic offi cers, hun-
gry for commissions with salaries attached, fl ocked to the 
United States. There was plenty of deadwood in the bunch—
 Washington knew it—but others were able offi cers—whom 
Washington needed—and some were motivated by more 
than the money.

Commodore John Barry was an Irishman, John Paul 
Jones a Scot—traitors like the Americans. Marie Joseph, the 
Marquis de Lafayette, was a 19-year-old noble (the  British 



called him “the boy”) who proved to be an excellent field 
commander. He accepted no salary from the army. On the 
contrary, he spent generously from his persional fortune on 
the American cause. Although he was 25 years younger than 
Washington, the two men became true friends on a basis of 
something close to equality.

Another idealist was Casimir Pulaski, a Pole who had fought 
Russia for his country’s independence. Recruited in Paris by 
Benjamin Franklin, Pulaski was a romantic figure, a cavalry 
commander bedecked in the waxed mustache and gaudy uni-
forms cavalrymen favored. Pulaski was a valuable acquisition; 
the Continental Army had virtuallly no cavalry arm. He was 
killed leading a charge at the Battle of Savannah late in the war. 
Johann Kalb, a Bavarian who affected the title of Baron de Kalb, 
also lost his life during the war, at the Battle of Camden. (He 
was probably not a baron. Then, as now, titleless  Americans 
slavered over Europeans who claimed them.)

Jean Baptiste, the Comte de Rochambeau (a real Count!) ar-
rived in Newport, Rhode Island with 5,500 crack troops in 1780 
and played a key role in the decisive American victory at York-
town, Virginia, the next year. Even more valuable than combat 
commanders (American officers were not short on  boldness 

and bravery) were specialists like Thaddeus  Kosciusko, a  Polish 
engineer expert in building fortifications, a military field in 
which few Americans were trained. Friedrich Wilhelm von 
Steuben, a Prussian who also styled himself a baron, was an 
expert in drill, another American deficiency. He wrote a drill 
manual the Continental Army adopted and personally super-
vised the training at Valley Forge in the winter of 1777–1778 
that transformed Washington’s men into a disciplined army. By 
1781, fully one patriot officer in five was a foreigner.

The War Drags On
Steuben arrived at the right time. Washington lost 2,500 men 
to disease and exposure during the winter at Valley Forge and, 
by the spring of 1778, it was obvious that the war would go 
on for years. Badly outnumbered, the Americans could not 
force the question in a do-or-die battle. Washington’s strat-
egy, conveyed to all his subordinates, was to hold on, fi ghting 
only when circumstances were favorable. Lord Germain and 
General Clinton (who took over from Howe in May 1778) 
could hope only to throttle the American economy with a 
naval blockade and to concentrate land operations in the 
South, which had not felt the war.

Washington and “the boy,” the French general Lafayette, at Valley Forge during the dismal winter of 1777–1778. Lafayette was 
25 years younger than Washington, but they became close friends and remained so until Washington’s death. Lafayette regarded 
Washington as the giant of the age.

N
or

th
 W

in
d 

Pi
ct

ur
e 

Ar
ch

iv
es

THE TIDE TURNS 153



154 Chapter 9 The War for Independence

Beginning with the occupation of Savannah, Georgia, in 
December 1778, the redcoats won a series of victories in the 
South, but even there (Washington remained in the North) 
they could not break the stalemate. For each British victory, 
the Americans won another, or, in losing ground, they cost 
the British so heavily that the redcoats had to return to the 
coast, within reach of supply ships.

Washington effectively knocked the Mohawks out of the 
war in 1779, reducing the tribe to famine by destroying thou-
sands of acres of corn. Nevertheless, the war was wearing 
heavily on the American side too. Prices of necessities soared. 
 Imports were available only at exorbitant costs. When  Congress 
failed to pay and provision troops in 1780 and 1781, mutinies 

erupted on the Connecticut, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey 
lines. In September 1780, Washington learned that Benedict 
Arnold, commanding the important fortress at West Point in 
New York, sold it and his services to the British for £20,000. 
(He was exposed and West Point was not lost.)

The campaign of 1781 opened with American spirits 
lower than they had been since before the battle of Trenton. 
Washington was outside New York, but idle. The most ac-
tive British army, led by one of the best British command-
ers, Lord Charles Cornwallis, lost a battle at Cowpens, South 
Carolina, but then repeatedly pummeled Nathanael Greene 
the breadth of North Carolina. Cornwallis then joined with 
other officers and amased 7,500 men in Virginia.
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MAP 9:4 The Battle of Yorktown, May–October 1781. After meandering fruitlessly through Virginia, Lord Charles Cornwallis set up 
quarters in Yorktown and waited for a British fleet to evacuate his army. Thanks to a frantic march from the north, American and French 
troops commanded by Washington managed to trap him there when, in a miracle of coordination, a French fleet arrived to prevent the 
British evacuation ships from completing their mission. The Battle of Yorktown ended the war.



Opportunity
Cornwallis faced no American army large enough to challenge 
him to batttle. But he had his problems. Anywhere away from 
navigable waters was dangerous ground. The most rag-tag 
of militias could cut his overland supply line. On August 1, 
1781, he set up an encampment at Yorktown, Virginia, on the 
same neck of land as the fi rst permanent English settlement 
in America. Cornwallis requested supplies and instructions 
from General Clinton in New York. With Clinton dawdling, 
Washington wanted to attack New York. Then Rochambeau, 
commanding the French forces, learned that a French ad-
miral, Count François de Grasse, was sailing from the West 
Indies to the Chesapeake Bay with 3,000 more troops aboard 
twenty-fi ve warships. 

Yorktown was George Washington’s backyard. He knew 
the terrain intimately; he knew that if de Grasse could cut 
Cornwallis off by sea, the British were trapped. Neverthe-
less, he was reluctant to march south. He had to be per-
suaded by Rochambeau that surrounding and forcing the 
surrender of Cornwallis’s army was a better bet than driv-
ing  Clinton out of Tory New York. Maneuvering around 
the city so that a confused Clinton would sit tight, Wash-
ington raced the best of his army across New Jersey to 
the  Chesapeake. In  September, his troops joined with the 
French under  Lafayette,  Rochambeau, Steuben, and the re-
inforcements de Grasse had landed. The combined army of 

17,000  outnumbered Cornwallis’s 8,000. It was almost the 
first time in the war that the patriots enjoyed numerical su-
periority. Less often mentioned is the fact that a majority of 
the “American army” spoke French.

Yorktown
Cornwallis did not panic. His men were well dug in, and he 
expected to move them out by sea. But between September 5 
and 10, de Grasse prevented the British evacuation fl eet from 
reaching Yorktown whence it sailed off empty to New York. 
After that, defense was futile as the Americans reduced the 
British pocket around Yorktown and bombarded the British 
at close range. On October 17, Cornwallis asked for terms; on 
October 19, he surrendered.

Cornwallis was no America basher. He had been one of 
only four lords in Parliament to vote against the  Declaratory 
Act. But he found his defeat at Yorktown humiliating. 
Claiming sickness, he sent an aide to the field to surrender 
his sword. The aide tried to hand it to Rochambeau, but the 
French general gestured him to Washington. Rather than 
accept the symbol of capitulation from an inferior  officer, 
Washington delegated the honors to General  Benjamin 
 Lincoln, whom the British had similarly humiliated at 
Charleston. During the surrender ceremonies, the British 
army band played the hymn, “The World Turn’d Upside 
Down.”

There are dozens of artists’ depictions of the British surrender of Yorktown. This one makes a point that most others ignore, the key 
role played by the French fleet. Indeed, Washington had more French than American soldiers under his command at Yorktown.
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The Treaty of Paris
The British could have fought on. Their 44,000 troops in 
North America far outnumbered the French and American 
armies and there were 30,000 reserves in the West Indies. 
 Despite the French naval victory at Yorktown, the Royal Navy 
still ruled the western Atlantic. Newport, New York, and 
Charleston were still occupied. Sentiment for continuing to 

fi ght was still strong in Britain. When the House of Com-
mons voted to negotiate with the Americans, the vote was just 
234–215. By pulling a few strings and distributing patronage, 
George III and Lord North might have reversed the decision.

But eighteenth-century wars were fought with limited, 
practical objectives. When those objectives no longer seemed 
worth the costs of achieving them, governments made peace. 

Ignoring the Revolution

John Adams said that one American in three was a patriot, 
one in three a loyalist, and one in three was not particu-
larly interested in the war. Whether or not he had his frac-
tions right, Adams was being honest, with himself as well 
as with others. He was admitting that a good many Ameri-
cans simply did not care about a cause that he thought 
sacred. 

Americans who tried to ignore the war were found in 
every part of the country. They were most likely to be ha-
rassed for their indifference—and they were bullied, as 
loyalists were—if they lived in a vociferously patriot area. 
New Jersey’s Francis Hopkinson, a poet-politician, cat-
egorized Americans as “birds” (patriots), “beasts” (loyal-
ists), and “bats,” who claimed to be birds around birds and 
beasts around beasts. There was no minding one’s own 
business in Hopkinson’s War for Independence; one was 
either with the patriots or against them.

It was easier to sit out the war west of the Appalachians. 
There were battles on the frontier, but they were mostly 
with Indians, episodes in a conflict that began long before 
1775 and would continue when the Revolutionary War 
was over.  In fact, the most famous frontiersman and In-
dian fighter of the era, Daniel Boone, avoided involvement 
in the war even though he was a major in the Virginia 
militia. He continued to hunt, build roads, and dream of 
getting rich speculating in land. His reputation suffered 
because he sat the war out. He was accused of collaborat-
ing with the Shawnee, who were British allies, of being, in 
other words, a loyalist or one of Hopkinson’s “bats.”

Boone was born in Pennsylvania in 1734 and emigrated 
with much of his family to western North Carolina. In 
1755, he was a teamster on the disastrous Braddock march 
to Fort Duquesne. (Given his lowly job, he did not make 
the acquaintance of Braddock’s aide, George Washington.) 
Boone hated farming. He took a variety of jobs, including 
driving a team, to avoid it; he most enjoyed hunting deer 
and selling the venison. Boone spent much of the 1760s 
and 1770s in the forests of what is now Kentucky and saw 
the land there (as George Washington saw the land north 
of the Ohio River) as a commodity on which a man could 
get rich. In one way, Kentucky was a better bet for a land 
speculator than Ohio because the Indian population was 

sparse. Both the Cherokee from the south and the  Shawnee 
from the north hunted in Kentucky and traded with one 
another—Boone had run-ins with both tribes—but nei-
ther people lived there in great numbers.

In 1775, when the fighting began back East, Boone was 
supervising thirty axemen building the “Wilderness Road” 
through the Cumberland Gap into Kentucky where he 
intended to connect it to the ancient “Warrior’s Path,” a 
north–south route. Just when news of the Declaration of 
Independence and the all-out war with the British reached 
him is not clear, but he did sign on as a scout for the Vir-
ginia militia. Almost immediately he was captured by 
Shawnees and taken by them to be questioned by British 
officers north of the Ohio River. Boone was gone for a year 
and said little about his captivity when he returned. When 
accused of being a Tory, he denied it, but he refused to 
elaborate. Had he been “back East,” he might not have got-
ten off with mere remarks. 

Boone returned to developing his townsite at Boones-
boro and several other frontier settlements where he 
claimed land. His fame as a woodsman—Boone engi-
neered a spectacular and well-publicized rescue of his 
daughter, who had been kidnapped by Indians—made 
him Kentucky’s most effective promoter, but his land 
speculations all failed. In part, Boone’s undoing was hav-
ing a sense of personal honor in a business in which ethics 
did not work. He sold thousands of acres cheaply to com-
pensate associates for losses for which he felt responsible. 
He spent thousands on lawyers but had no stomach for 
going to court himself; land speculation was a profession 
which was half litigation, and Boone lost almost all of his 
courtroom contests.

In 1799, Boone moved to Missouri and never returned 
to Kentucky. He was broke and bitter. When, in 1815, a 
Kentucky creditor showed up to ask for his money, Boone’s 
son told him, “You have come a great distance to suck a 
bull and, I reckon, you will have to go home dry.”

Boone was nationally famous most of his life. After he 
died, he was installed in the American pantheon as the 
first and even the greatest of frontiersmen. But, if he was 
no Tory during the Revolution, he was no patriot either. 
He was simply not interested.

How They Lived



Kings did not, like dictators and self-appointed leaders of 
sacred movements in our own era, burrow into bunkers or 
mountain fastnesses and tell their subjects to fight nobly on 
until the last of them was dead. Early in 1782, Lord North re-
signed as prime minister and was succeeded by the Marquis 
of Rockingham, who had brokered the repeal of the Stamp 
Act in 1766 and had sympathized with the Americans during 
the war.

It took more than a year for negotiators in Paris (Frank-
lin and John Adams heading the American team) to put a 
mutually satisfactory treaty together. France played no part 
in drafting the treaty. The American war aim was British 
recognition of the independence of the United States. The 
French had additional aspirations. Rather than be distracted 
by complicated diplomatic and possible endless bickering—
there were those 40,000 British soldiers back home—the 
American legation came to terms with the British without 
inviting the French to the table. The Treaty of Paris, signed 
in September 1783, recognized American independence with 
the Mississippi River as the new country’s western boundary. 
Americans were granted fishing rights off British Newfound-
land and Nova Scotia (which New Englander Adams made 
his personal project). Adams and Franklin pledged Congress 
not to molest Loyalists and to urge the states to compensate 
Tories for property that had already been seized from them.

The Father of His Country
American independence made a celebrity of George Washing-
ton in Europe as well as in the infant United States. Adulation 
was heaped on the “father of his country” in every European 
capital, London included. There was a heated market in por-
traits of him and his image on, among other objects, porcelain 
pitchers and tableware. It was an astonishing rise in fame for a 
man who was a Virginia planter in 1775 with a dubious mili-
tary record and no record in the heady political debates that 
led to the Revolution when Congress put him in command of 
an army that, for practical purposes, did not exist.

John Adams was catty—he often was—when he said that 
Washington was “too illiterate, unlearned, unread for his 
station and reputation.” Washington was, in fact, well read. 
He had a large personal library and subscribed to as many 
as ten newspapers. He wrote (on concrete subjects, his vo-
luminous letters and commands) with admirable clarity. He 
was hardheaded and shrewd in his assessments of human 
behavior, as when he commented at the time of the alliance 
with France that “men are very apt to run into extremes; ha-
tred to England may carry some into excessive Confidence 
in France.” 

But Adams was correct in saying that Washington was no 
intellectual, as many political leaders of the era were. He had 
no formal education. He knew no Latin, a prerequisite of the 
educated, and did not speak French, almost as mandatory. 
He sat silently during debates and was, at least according to 
Thomas Jefferson, a dull conversationalist, “not above medi-
ocrity, possessing neither copiousness of ideas, nor fluency 
of words.” 

His record as a strategist and battlefield commander was 
mixed. He had to be talked out of an assault on Boston in 
1775 that would have been a disaster. In retrospect, at least, 
it is obvious that fighting for New York City in 1776 was a 
mistake. Rochambeau and Lafayette had to hammer on him 
to abandon his plan to attack New York in 1781 and rush 
south to trap Cornwallis at Yorktown. Any number of his 
subordinates were quicker witted in the thick of a battle, al-
though tactical mistakes do not explain Washington’s many 
defeats. 

For all that, the American victory owed as much to 
 Washington as to French regulars. Even during the dismal 
days of late 1776, he kept an army in the field, the indis-
pensable priority of the leader of a rebellion. He repeatedly 
 extricated the Continentals from defeats by British forces su-
perior in every way. He struggled on what seems a daily basis 
with inadequate provisions, poor shelter, epidemic disease 

General George Washington, painted by John Trumbull a few months 
after the battle of Yorktown. The portrait captures Washington’s 
heroic image in Europe as well as in the United States. Washington 
was quartered with his army north of New York City, which was still 
occupied by the British, when Trumbull painted his portrait.
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among his men, and Congress’s frequent failure to support 
him. If delegates complained that he was always retreating, 
and some plotted to remove him from command, Washing-
ton knew exactly what he was doing and he, not malcontents 
in Congress, was right. “We should on all occasions avoid a 
general action,” he wrote to a complaining Congress, “when 
the fate of America may be at stake on the issue.” He would 
not fight a battle which, if lost, meant the end of the war.

In order to understand Washington’s greatness, it is 
necessary to fall back on the intangibles that transfixed 
most of his contemporaries. Radicals like Samuel Adams, 

George Washington
George Washington was a fourth-generation 
Virginian. His great grandfather, John 
Washington, emgrated in 1657, one of 
the “distressed cavaliers” recruited 
by Governor Berkeley. George’s father, 
Augustine Washington, was a prosperous 
planter; in addition to seven children, he 
left 10,000 acres of mostly prime tidewater 
land and forty-nine slaves to work it. 
When George’s elder brother, Lawrence, 

died without children in 1752, the estate, 
including Mount Vernon, was his. By 1775, 
he held title to 60,000 acres, mostly in the 
Ohio Country.

Washington was tall—6’2” to 6’4”—” 
straight as an Indian,” trim, and athletic. 
His face was scarred from smallpox 
and, famously, he had few teeth and 
wore dentures more for the sake of 
appearance than chewing; they were 
painful. 

Washington was a superb horseman. 
When people complimented Thomas 
Jefferson for his skills with a horse, he 
said that Washington was far better. 
Washington was a fanatic fox hunter, 
spending up to seven hours in the saddle 
chasing his hounds. Less often mentioned 
about Washington’s equestrian feats, his 
personal servant, a slave, Billy Lee, was 
always on his own horse right behind the 
general.

 conservatives like Alexander Hamilton, intellectuals like 
Thomas  Jefferson, warriors like Israel Putnam, and culti-
vated Europeans like Lafayette and Rochambeau—all de-
ferred to the Virginian. Washington’s deportment, integrity, 
his personal dignity, and his disdain for petty squabbles set 
him a head taller than his contemporaries as, indeed, his 
height of at least 6 feet 2 inches made him a very tall eigh-
teenth- century man. He held the Revolution together with 
that not quite definable quality known as “character.” If the 
very notion—character—is sappy nowadays, the shame is 
not on Washington’s era.
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DISCOVERYDISCOVERY

How are words and images, such as these representations used to justify 
actions in time of war, especially in the case of the American Revolution?

Government and Law: What was the political philosophy that Thomas Jefferson expressed in the preamble to the 
Declaration of Independence?  When, in his view, was violent revolution justified?  Implicit in what he wrote, when 
was insurrection not justified?

Declaration of Independence

“We hold these Truths to be self-evident, that all Men 
are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator 
with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness—That to secure these 
Rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving 
their just Powers from the Consent of the Governed, that 
whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive 
of these Ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or 
to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying 
its Foundation on such Principles, and organizing its 
Powers in such Form, as to them shall seem most likely to 
effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will 
dictate that Governments long established should not be 
changed for light and transient Causes; and accordingly all 

Experience hath shewn, that Mankind are more disposed 
to suffer, while Evils are sufferable, than to right themselves 
by abolishing the Forms to which they are accustomed. But 
when a long Train of Abuses and Usurpations, pursuing 
invariably the same Object, evinces a Design to reduce 
them under absolute Despotism, it is their Right, it is their 
Duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new 
Guards for their future Security. Such has been the patient 
Sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the Necessity 
which constrains them to alter their former Systems of 
Government. The History of the present King of Great-
Britain is a History of repeated Injuries and Usurpations, 
all having in direct Object the Establishment of an absolute 
Tyranny over these States.”

Culture and Society: How were images such as these 
representations of the “Boston Massacre,” the “Boston 
Tea Party,” and the Battle of Lexington employed to 
influence opinion? How are the British depicted? How 
are the Americans depicted?  Are all of these accurate 
depictions of what happened?  If any of them are not, 
why did the artists distort events?
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To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”

How did the patriots of the Revolution move from complaining about taxes to risking 
everything they had for the sake of winning independence from Great Britain?

Warfare: How important were women like Esther Reed in the prosecution of the War for Independence?  How did she differ 
in her contributions to the war effort from Deborah Sampson and Molly Hays?  What do those differences say about the social 
class of the three?

“Letter from Esther Reed to General Washington”

Philadelphia, July 4th, 1780. 
Sir,
The subscription set on foot by the ladies of this City for 
the use of the soldiery, is so far completed as to induce me 
to transmit to your Excellency an account of the money 
I have received, and which, although it has answered 
our expectations, it does not equal our wishes, but I am 
persuaded will be received as a proof of our zeal for the 
great cause of America and our esteem and gratitude for 
those who so bravely defend it. 
The amount of the subscription is 200,580 dollars, and 
£625 6s. 8d. in specie, which makes in the whole in paper 
money 300,634 dollars. 
The ladies are anxious for the soldiers to receive the benefit 
of it, and wait your directions how it can best be disposed 

of. We expect some considerable additions from the 
country and have also wrote to the other States in hopes 
the ladies there will adopt similar plans, to render it more 
general and beneficial. 
With the utmost pleasure I offer any farther attention 
and care in my power to complete the execution of the 
design, and shall be happy to accomplish it agreeable to the 
intention of the donors and your wishes on the subject. 
The ladies of my family join me in their respectful 
compliments and sincerest prayer for your health, safety, 
and success. 
I have the honour to be, With the highest respect, Your 
obedient humble servants, 
E. Reed. 

The ‘Battle’ at Lexington
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Chapter 10

Inventing a Country
American Constitutions 1781–1789

Without some alteration in our political creed, the superstructure we have been seven 
years raising at the expense of so much blood and treasure, must fall. We are fast 
verging to anarchy and confusion.

—George Washington

and the like. The constitutions the other eleven states wrote 
from scratch were more telling in that, to varying degrees, 
they institutionalized the patriots’ hostility to many things 
British.

The fact that the state constitutions were written and aimed 
at covering every contingency their governments might face 
was a break with British practice. The “British constitution” 
includes written documents such as the Magna Carta of 1215 
and the Bill of Rights of 1688. But most of it, especially gov-
ernment procedures, was unwritten, a generally recognized 
and accepted framework within which the king, Parliament, 
and the courts of law operated.

The unwritten character of the British constitution had 
been a big part of the problem that led to the Revolution: 
Just what was the extent of the king’s and Parliament’s legiti-
mate authority over the colonies? The patriots believed that 
king and Parliament had violated the British constitution in 
trying to tax the colonies. But they could win the point only 
by taking up arms and winning the war. 

Written constitutions can be violated, too, of course. 
However, as Thomas Jefferson wrote, “they furnish a text to 
which those who are watchful may again rally and recall the 
people.” Americans wanted their constitutions in that kind 
of black and white.

Limiting Power, Striking Down Privilege
In Great Britain, aside from a few royal prerogatives that 
King George was cautious about exercising, Parliament was 
the government. There was no appealing Parliament’s ac-
tions, as the Americans discovered. Parliament was supreme. 
The Americans’ state constitutions, however, were written 

T
he American war for independence was not his-
torically unique. From the dawn of civilization 
in Mesopotamia, the history of empires has been 
a story of subordinate peoples rising up to free 
themselves from the rule of imperial masters. 

However, the American Revolution was singular in the fact 
that the patriots had to re-invent themselves as Americans. 
They were not already “a people” as, for example, the Dutch 
were when, in the 1600s, they fought for and won their inde-
pendence from Spain. Nor had the colonials been conquered 
by a foreign power as the Irish were. Most colonials were 
British by descent and, until 1775, they defined themselves as 
British first and secondly as New Hampshiremen or Virgin-
ians or Georgians.

The Articles of Confederation, which the Continental 
Congress wrote early in the war, created the “United States,” 
but the first American Constitution—for that is what the 
 Articles were—did not create a nation or a nationality. Each 
of the thirteen states that joined together to fight the British 
remained emphatically sovereign. New Hampshiremen were 
still New Hampshiremen, Virginians still Virginians. Their 
state constitutions were more important to political leaders 
than the Articles.

STATE CONSTITUTIONS
Connecticut and Rhode Island, as corporate colonies, had 
been largely self-governing since their inception. They 
merely converted their colonial charters into state constitu-
tions by jiggling the wording, deleting references to the king 



not by their parliaments, the thirteen state assemblies, but by 
conventions elected specifi cally for the purpose of constitu-
tion making. A convention superior in authority to a state 
assembly was “the only proper body” to write a constitution. 
The state assemblies’ function was “to make Laws agreeable 
to that Constitution.” The point was that sovereignty (ulti-
mate government power) rested with “the people” (as the 
word was then defi ned). Constitution making called for a 
special expression of the people’s will.

The patriots had resented royal officials as arbitrary and 
beholden to the king, not to “the people.” So, they guarded 
against creating a homegrown elite entrenched in public of-
fice by requiring that just about all state officials stand for 
election every year. Even then, executive officers had little 
power. State governors were empowered to administer laws 

and to dress up and act dignified on ceremonial occasions. 
Pennsylvania’s 1776 constitution abolished the office of gov-
ernor. (Nor did the Articles of Confederation provide for a 
chief executive.).

Another anti-British resentment was reflected in the dises-
tablishment of the Church of England in every colony where 
it had been the official church, funded by taxes everyone 
paid no matter what church they attended. No longer. The 
Church of England lost its privileges with independence. The 
 Protestant Episcopal Church (the new name of the church 
Anglicans formed) became just another private denomina-
tion legally on a par with the Quakers,  Presbyterians,  Baptists, 
and, for that matter, the handful of Catholic missions and 
Jewish synagogues. Like them, the Protestant  Episcopal 
Church depended on its members to pay its ministers and 
patch leaky roofs.

In New Hampshire, Connecticut, and Massachusetts, the 
Congregationalist church had been established and was to 
remain so for forty years after independence. (The Consti-
tution of 1787 forbade the federal government to establish 
a religion, but not the states.) Five other state constitutions 
expressed a “preference” for Protestant Christianity. Roman 
Catholics were not permitted to vote in North Carolina until 
1835. Jews could vote in only the states of Pennsylvania, 
Rhode Island, and New York.

Democratic Drift
Every state extended the franchise to more people than had 
enjoyed the right to vote under colonial law. However, every 
state except Georgia, Pennsylvania, and Vermont (a state in 
fact although not in name until 1791) required that voters 
own property—not very much in most states; only the very 
poor had no say in government. Women who met the prop-
erty test could vote in New Jersey. New Jersey, Massachusetts, 
and New Hampshire made no distinctions between free blacks 
and whites at the polls. Five other states (including North 

And They’re Off . . . 
Popular reaction against things British found form in 
more than written constitutions. When the United States 
adopted the dollar as its monetary unit, it was in part a 
patriotic statement. British currency was based on the 
pound sterling (£). Dollar was one of several names given 
to a Spanish silver coin that, as the thaler, dated back to 
medieval Germany. Adopting the dollar was something of 
a declaration of financial independence from Britain. It 
was also, however, commonsensical: There were far more 
Spanish dollars circulating in the infant United States than 
there were British pounds.

 It was also during the Confederation period that Americans 
began to run their horse races counterclockwise around a 
track rather than clockwise as they were run in Britain and 
had been run in the colonies. No one has identified the 
element of common sense in that innovation.

1777 1779 1781 1783 1785 1787 1789 1791

An Infant Government 1777–1791

1777 Articles of Confederation adopted

1784–1787 Northwest Ordinances provide for
 land sales and statehood in west

1785–1786 Conferences discussing weakness of
 government in Virginia and Maryland

1781 Virginia cedes western lands to Confederation; Rhode Island alone defeats tariff in Congress

Convention in Philadelphia drafts Constitution  1787

George Washington inaugurated as first president; North Carolina ratifies Constitution  1789

Rhode Island ratifies Constitution  1790

Bill of Rights added to Constitution  1791

Eleven states ratify Constitution  1787–1788
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Carolina) allowed property-owning blacks to vote for several 
years, but then cancelled the African American franchise.

Eight states specified rights that were guaranteed to every 
citizen, beginning with Virginia’s constitution in 1776. After 
the experiences with the vice admiralty courts, the quar-
tering acts, and the arbitrary actions of the British army, 
Americans heady with independence were determined that 
there be no vagueness in the matter of the government’s 

power over  individuals. The rights later listed in the first ten 
amendments to the United States Constitution—the Bill of 
Rights—were found in one or another of the state consitu-
tions written during the Revolution.

Liberty’s Limits: Women
In 1777, when the air was thick with talk of liberties,  Abigail 
Adams wrote a letter to her husband, John, who was engaged 
in writing the Articles of Confederation. She asked him that 
“in the new code of laws” to “remember the ladies and be 
more generous and more favorable to them than your an-
cestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands 
of husbands. Remember, all men would be tyrants if they 
could.” 

She was too perceptive a woman to hope for much. (Abi-
gail and John discussed public affairs constantly and Abi-
gail’s correspondence with her friend Mercy Otis Warren 
was heavy with politics.) Still, she was not alone in hop-
ing that the expansion of liberties and rights would extend 
beyond men. A woman describing herself as a “matrimo-
nial republican” wrote to a newspaper, “Marriage ought 
never to be considered a contract between a superior and 
an inferior, but a reciprocal union of interest, an implied 

New Jersey’s state constitution of 1776 allowed “all free inhabitants” who met the state’s residency and property requirements to vote. For 
twenty years, a few free blacks and women took advantage of the rare privilege and protest was minimal. Indeed, a 1790 law referred to 
voters as “he or she.” Then, in Elizabeth in 1797, seventy-five Federalist women showed up at the polls en masse. The Federalists lost the 
election but narrowly. The victorious Jefferson Republicans noticed. Firmly in control of the state in 1807, they disenfranchised women 
and blacks and eliminated the property requirement for white males.
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Peace Through Marriage
Virginia Governor Patrick Henry made a novel proposal to put 
an end to the chronic hostilities between Indians and whites, 
the amalgamation of the two races. He proposed that the state 
pay £10 to every free white person who married an Indian plus 
£5 for every child born of such unions. The Virginia assembly 
was uninterested. Some years later, Supreme Court Chief 
Justice, John Marshall commented that Henry’s idea “would 
have been advantageous to this country. . . . Our prejudices, 
however, opposed themselves to our interests, and operated 
too powerfully for them.”



 partnership of interests,where all differences are accomo-
dated by conference.”

She was describing a “companionate marriage” of equals, 
something only eccentric couples would openly practice 
fifty years in the future. (The term “companionate marriage” 
would not be coined for a century.) But devoted and dot-
ing a husband as John Adams was—in his eyes because he 
was a loving husband—neither he nor any other political 
mover and shaker of the era thought twice about altering a 
married woman’s subordination to her husband. The idea 
of an equality of the sexes was beyond the comprehension 
of the era. When the first feminist manifesto, Vindication of 
the Rights of Women, was published in 1792 by an English 
woman, Mary Wollstencroft, it was not even thought worth 
the time to ridicule it, or even read it, by prominent men on 
both sides of the Atlantic. 

Manumission in the South
If a revision of the status of women was not on the table, 
African American slavery was. None of the southern state as-
semblies seriously considered the abolition of slavery. How-
ever, several of them enacted laws indicating the hope that 
the institution’s days were numbered. Most southern states 
forbade, at least temporarily, the further importation of 
slaves from Africa and the West Indies.

Several southern state assemblies made manumission 
(a master voluntarily freeing an individual slave) easier, 
and many slaveowners took advantage of the liberaliza-
tion.  Between 1776 and 1810, Marylanders freed a fifth of 
the slaves in the state. Delaware’s slave owners came close to 
eliminating slavery without state action. In 1790, 70 percent 
of the state’s black population was enslaved. By 1810, almost 
80 percent of Delaware’s African Americans were free.

In part, southern antislavery—and its extent should not 
be exaggerated—had moral and religious foundations. Most 
southern Quakers, quite numerous in North Carolina, freed 
their slaves, even if it meant moving north to do so. John 
Payne (father of future first lady, Dolley Madison) freed his 
slaves in 1783 and relocated in Philadelphia. Southern Meth-
odists were antislavery in their early days. In 1781, the Meth-
odist church forbade ministers to be slave owners. Impelled 
by an intense personal conversion experience, Robert Carter 
of Nomini Hall, the titular head of one of Virginia’s leading 
families, freed 500 slaves at one stroke. 

Some southerners’ antislavery had political and philo-
sophical origins. “All men are created equal,” Jefferson had 
written in the Declaration of Independence, and he tried to 
take a slap at the Atlantic slave trade and, therefore, slavery 
itself, in the document. “Oh the shocking, the intolerable in-
consistence” of owning slaves, a pamphleteer, Samuel Hop-
kins wrote. Wealthy tobacco planters, who still dominated 
the states of the upper South, were particularly troubled to 
own slaves while uttering (in the sardonic words of England’s 
Samuel Johnson) “the loudest yelps for liberty.”

When Richard Randolph, a wealthy planter, died at age 
26 in 1796, his will liberated 200 slaves and gave some of 
them acreage on, “Israel Hill,” so they they could get a start 

as freemen. Randolph explicitly explained the emancipation 
in terms of the ideals of the Revolution. When he freed his 
slaves, he wrote,

to make retribution, as far as I am able, to an unfortu-
nate race of bondmen, over whom my ancestors have 
usurped and exercised the most lawless and monstrous 
tyranny, and in whom my countrymen (by iniquitous 
laws, in contradiction of their own declaration of rights, 
and in violation of every sacred law of nature . . . ) have 
vested me with absolute property. . . . 

A Pennsylvania Slave Owner
There were plenty of slaves in the North, but few northerners 
owned large numbers of Africans. Most commonly, northern 
farmers (and city people) owned only two, three, perhaps 
five slaves. The absence of an influential social class with a 
great deal of money invested in slaves was a major reason 
why abolition was easy in the northern states.

Simon Vanarsdalen of Bucks County, Pennsylvania, a 
prosperous farmer but by no means a wealthy grandee, 
owned a large number of slaves by northern standards. 
Exactly how many is unknown but, when he died in 1770, he 
bequeathed “Black Eve,” “Black Cuff,” “Black Henry,” and 
“my negro wench called Poll or Mary” to his children with 
instructions that they inherit “the remainder of my negroes” 
after the death of my wife.

Ten years later, any of Vanarsdalen’s slaves who were 28 
years of age were freed by Pennsylvania’s emancipation law. 

Abolishing Slavery in the North
The northern states went further. They abolished slavery or 
set in motion mechanisms by which slavery would gradu-
ally but inexorably disappear. Quasi-independent Vermont 
(which became a state in 1791) forbade slavery as early as 
1777. In Massachusetts, slavery was abolished at one blow 
in 1783. Elizabeth Freeman, a slave, sued her master for her 
freedom on the basis of a paraphrase of the Declaration of 
Independence written into the recently adopted state con-
stitution: “all men are born free and equal.” If so, then how 
could someone own her? The judges agreed, ruling slavery 
unconstitutional in the state. 

Pennnsylvania, where antislavery Quakers were still a 
 potent political force, was the first state to adopt a program 
of gradual emancipation. In 1780 the assembly provided that 
all persons henceforth born in the state, no matter the status 
of their parents, were free. Slaves born in Pennsylvania before 
1780 were to be free at age 28. Buying and selling slaves were 
forbidden, an inducement to masters to manumit them. And 
owners of slaves were forbidden to take them out of the state 
to sell them elsewhere. Slaves brought into Pennsylvania 
were legally free after residing in the state for six months. 
With Quakers such as a tireless tailor, Isaac Hopper, helping 
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African Americans in the courts, Pennsylvania’s combina-
tion of laws was highly effective. Slave owners found the legal 
restrictions on the use of their property (and social pres-
sures) so burdensome that most of them freed their slaves 
before the law did. By 1800, there were only 1,700 slaves in 
 Pennsylvania.

Most northern states patterned their gradual abolition 
schemes on Pennsylvania’s. Even Rhode Island, where several 
hundred influential merchants had been engaged in the Afri-
can slave trade, adopted an emancipation program. By 1800, 
there were only 1,300 slaves in the five New England states. 

AMERICA UNDER THE  ARTICLES
OF CONFEDERATION
The collective affairs of the thirteen states were governed by 
the Articles of Confederation, which refl ected the same prin-
ciples as the state constitutions. Drafted during the heady 
years 1776 and 1777, the Articles created no president, indeed, 
no executive power independent of the Congress. Congress 
alone was the government. Members were elected annually 
and could serve only three years out of every six. That is, a 
man elected to Congress three years in a row was ineligible to 
serve again until he stayed home for three years.  Americans 
would have no permanently seated offi ce holders.

Divided Authority
Under the Articles, the United States was explicitly not a 
nation. It was—a bit vaguely—“a fi rm league of friend-
ship.” Georgia, North Carolina, and the rest retained their 
“sovereignty, freedom, and independence.” Each state, no 
matter how large or small its population (there were twelve 
Virginians for every citizen of Delaware) was the equal in 
Congress of every other. Delegates voted not as individuals, 
but as members of their state’s delegation. If three of fi ve of 
a state’s delegates voted “nay” on an issue, that state cast a 
single negative vote in Congress. A majority of states carried 
most questions but not the one most important to all gov-
ernment: Every proposal in Congress to levy a tax required 
the approval of all thirteen states! 

Congress was not powerless. The Articles authorized it to 
maintain an army and navy, to declare war and make peace, 
and to maintain diplomatic relations with foreign countries 
and the Indian tribes, which were defined as “nations.” Con-
gress was entrusted with the maintenance of the post office 
system inherited (in pretty good shape) from the colonial 
era and it was empowered to establish a system of uniform 
weights and measures. Congress could mint coins, issue 
paper money, and borrow money.

However, the Articles also permitted the individual states 
to maintain navies (nine states had one), issue money (seven 
states did), and to ignore the Confederation’s standards of 
measurement. Indeed, states could levy tariffs on goods im-
ported from other states and individually negotiate commer-
ical treaties with other countries. A state could even, “with 

the consent of Congress,” declare war on a foreign nation. 
Under the Articles, it would have been impeccably constitu-
tional if New Jersey went to war with Holland while neigh-
boring Pennsylvania agreed by treaty to sell gunpowder to 
the Dutch. (It never happened.)

The weakness of the ties binding the states to one another 
was not the fruit of incompetence or inexperience (although 
the confusion of granting the same powers to Congress and 
the states was certainly short-sighted). The weakness of the 
Confederation Congress was consciously written into the 
Articles because the majority of the revolutionaries who ap-
proved it were hostile to powerful government. From the 
start, some Americans thought that the nature of the Arti-
cles’ government was a big mistake.  Not long after the peace 
treaty with Great Britain, John Jay of New York wrote that “I 
am uneasy and apprehensive, more so than during the war. . . . 
We are going and doing wrong . . . I look forward to evils and 
calamities.” With each year, increasing numbers of people 
came to agree with him. But there was nothing thoughtless 
or accidental in the design of the government the Continen-
tal Congress created. 

The Western Lands
The Confederation Congress had its achievements. The war 
was, if sometimes fi tfully, prosecuted. Congress created a 
bureaucracy in Philadelphia (then the capital) that admin-
istered the government’s day-to-day business well enough. 
States did contribute to the Confederation treasury. And 
Congress solved one confl ict of interest big enough to have 
torn apart many a stronger federal government.

The issue was the land between the Appalachians and the 
Mississippi River. Who owned it? The Treaty of Paris said 
that the United States did. But seven colonial charters said 
that seven of the thirteen states were the owners. Their claims 
overlappped. The charters, which were still lawful, had been 
drafted between 1606 and 1732 by British officials with little 
knowledge of North American geography and less regard for 
what their predecessors in drawing boundaries had already 
given away.

So, Virginia’s colonial charter (the oldest) gave that state 
boundaries that flared north at the crest of the Appalachians, 
encompassing the northern half of the western lands. New 
York claimed the same territory and land farther south than 
Virginia’s. Connecticut conceded that New York’s and Penn-
sylvania’s charters, both drafted later than Connecticut’s, had 
removed the area within New York and Pennsylvania from 
Connecticut’s colonial land grant. However, Connecticut 
claimed that a “western reserve” in what is now northern 
Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois was still its property. Massachu-
setts, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia also had 
charter-based claims on the West.

The snarl was complicated further by fears in the six states 
having no western claims: New Hampshire, Rhode Island, 
New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, and Maryland. Under-
standably, citizens of those states worried that the landed 
states would finance their governments indefinitely by selling 
their western lands, reducing state taxes to next to  nothing, 



MAP 10:1 The Western Lands Mess. These maps indicate the mess of conflicts in state claims to western lands. Thus, the charters 
of the Massachusetts and Connecticut colonies set their western boundaries at the Pacific. Both states conceded that royal grants 
to New York and Pennsylvania took precedence over their charters but insisted that their claims resumed at those states’ western
boundaries. Virginia’s grant of land from the king in 1606 predated every other colony’s claim and was never explicitly superseded. 

It would have been politically impossible to untangle the snarl to the satisfaction of all. The dispute—and the prize was a rich
one—could be resolved only by force (Connecticut and Pennsylvania settlers came close to a battle in Pennsylvania’s Wyoming 
Valley) or by what was actually done: All states with western claims gave them up to the Confederation.
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thus attracting people of the landless states to emigrate. On 
these grounds, Maryland refused to sign the Articles of Con-
federation until 1781.

There was an obvious solution to the problem, suggested 
by John Dickinson as early as 1776. However, it called on 
human beings to give up wealth for the sake of an ideal, the 
union of the states. Dickinson had proposed that the states 
with claims to western lands cede them to the Confedera-
tion (as the Treaty of Paris would do) so that all of the states 
shared in the benefits of owning them. 

Remarkably, Virginia, the state with the strongest legal claims 
to the western lands, was willing to give them up. Virginia’s 
political leaders had good reasons to sacrifice in order to keep 
the Confederation together. It was the largest and richest state 
with a third of the country’s population and a third of its com-
merce. Its first citizen, George Washington, was the first citizen 
of the United States. Other Virginians played prominent roles 

in the Confederation government even though the state cast 
the same single vote that other states did. Finally, it was com-
monly believed that free republican institutions could not sur-
vive in countries—states—that were the size of empires. For 
the sake of hard-won independence and the Confederation, 
Virginia’s leaders preferred to see new states carved out of the 
West rather than endless bickering and likely interstate conflict 
in defense of a colonial land grant 160 years old.

The Northwest Ordinances
In January 1781 (before the battle of Yorktown), Virginia 
ceded the northern part of its claims to what would come 
to be called the national domain. Within a few years, all 
the states with western claims except Georgia followed suit. 
(Georgia held out long after it had become absurd to do so, 
until 1802.) In 1792, Virginia added what became the state of 
Kentucky to its cession. 

Laying Out the Land

A traveler flying across the United States will notice that, 
once west of the Appalachians, the country is laid out geo-
metrically. Except when the terrain is defiantly uncoop-
erative‚ as in the Rocky Mountains—property lines and 
the highways that follow them are straight lines; farms and 
ranches are squared, neatly aligned north and south and 
east and west. This regimented landscape is a legacy of the 
Northwest Ordinances.

Using lines of latitude as boundaries dated back to the 
1630s. Many east to west borders between colonies, begin-
ning with the Massachusetts-Connecticut, were straight 
lines because the officials in London who drafted colonial 

charters were ignorant of American geography. In Ireland 
where, during the same years, they were laying out prop-
erties, they could employ well-mapped rivers, ridge lines, 
and other natural features as boundaries. Of the North 
American lands they knew next to nothing.

By the late 1600s, colonials were adopting geometric 
political and property lines for the sake of tidiness and 
convenience. The streets of Charleston, Philadelphia, and 
Savannah intersected at right angles. Massachusetts Bay 
colony, Connecticut, and New Hampshire laid out town-
ships founded after about 1650 using straight lines so as 
to keep western settlement orderly, each new township 
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A Gunter’s chain, a unique surveyor’s tool. The 
chain was 22 yards (66 feet) long; 80 chains 
equaled a mile. Twenty-five links equaled a 
“perch,” a surveyor’s term for a rod or pole 
(16.5 feet), then a common measure of length. 
On some Gunter’s chains, every twenty fifth 
link was marked; on this one, every tenth link 
is marked.



This remarkably generous act—European princes went to 
war to grab parcels of land the size of a few football fields 
from their neighbors—was followed by a series of congressio-
nal acts that were equally novel: the Northwest Ordinances of 
1784, 1785, and 1787. These laws created  procedures by which 
five future states—equal in all ways to the thirteen original 
states—would, once they were settled, be carved from the 
“Northwest Territory” north of the Ohio River and east of the 
Mississippi. (Those states are Ohio, Indiana, Michigan, Illi-
nois, and Wisconsin.) The Ordinance of 1785 provided for 
the survey of the Territory and the orderly sale of the lands.

In the Northwest Ordinances, the United States asserted 
that the country would have no colonies subordinate to 
the states as the thirteen colonies had been subordinate to 
Great Britain. When the population of a “territory” equaled 
the population of the smallest existing state (Delaware in 
1787) and fulfilled a few other requirements, that territory 

would be admitted to the Confederation as a state. No new 
states were admitted during the Confederation period, but 
the principles laid down in the Northwest Ordinances were 
adopted by the government established by the Constitution 
of 1787.

Although he was absent as Minister to France, Thomas 
Jefferson was one of the early architects of the Northwest 
Ordinances. He claimed that it had been his idea to forbid 
slavery in the Northwest Territory, which was enacted in the 
Ordinance of 1787, reserving the land for independent fam-
ily farmers, by protecting them from the impossibility of 
competing with slaveowners. In fact, Timothy Pickering of 
Massachusetts, later Jefferson’s bitterest critic, authored the 
absolute prohibition of slavery in the Northwest. Jefferson’s 
proposal banned slavery in the Territory after 1800. Had his 
plan been adopted, slavery might have been too firmly estab-
lished north of the Ohio River to be abolished.

 abutting a township already established. (Some townships 
in New Hampshire, oddly, were parallelograms.)

The Northwest Ordinance of 1785 virtually ignored 
natural features in surveying the Northwest Territory. It 
called for crisscrossing the Territory north to south and 
east to west with straight lines forming squares. In 1785, 
Thomas Hutchins was commissioned to survey the “first 
seven ranges” of the Territory in what is now eastern 
Ohio in squares. (A “range” was a north–south stack of 36 
square mile townships.) His starting point was the high 
water mark of the Ohio River opposite the border between 
Pennsylvania and Virginia (now West Virginia). Arriving at 
what was then wilderness in August, Hutchins used a navi-
gational instrument, either a Davis Quadrant or a sextant 
(invented in Philadelphia in 1731), to identify this point 
as north latitude 40 degrees, 38 minutes, 27 seconds, writ-
ten 40º, 38’, 27”. (Hutchins’s calculation later proved to be 
slightly off, but not so much that, had he been captaining a 
ship at sea, he would have missed even a tiny island.)

After marking the spot, Hutchins returned in  September 
with eight of the thirteen surveyors Congress had autho-
rized for the job. (Each state was supposed to send one.) He 
hired about thirty men to fell trees so as to have clear sight 
lines and to handle the heavy and cumbersome “Gunter 
Chains” that, along with compasses and theodolites, were 
the surveyor’s peculiar tools. 

A theodolite was a telescope with a plumb line for po-
sitioning it and cross hairs for precise sighting. A Gunter’s 
chain consisted of 100 links each just under 8 inches in 
length so that it was 22 yards (66 feet) long. To us, the 
“chain” is an awkward, even absurd standard of mea-
sure. In fact, it was ingeniously suited to measuring land. 

Twenty-two yards was equal to 4 rods (surveyors called 
them “perches”) of 16.5 feet. The “rod” has just about van-
ished as a measure today, but it was an everyday term in 
the eighteenth-century; 25 “links” was a much more con-
venient measure for calculation than 16.5 feet.

Eighty chains (320 perches) was a mile on the button. 
A square mile—called a “section” by the Northwest Ordi-
nances, a term still in use today—equaled 640 acres. An 
acre equaled 40 square perches. Once you got the hang 
of it, the dimensions of the Gunter chain made excellent 
sense.

Hutchins’s crew made little progress in 1785. The had 
run one line for only 4 miles when they disbanded for 
fear that Indians, who understood very well what the sur-
vey meant, were about to attack them. Hutchins returned 
to Ohio only in August 1786 with twelve surveyors 
 (Delaware never did send one) and a larger crew of axe-
men and chainmen, all of them armed. They surveyed 
four of the seven ranges when, again, Indians scared 
them off. They finished the job in 1787 at a cost to the 
government of $14,876.43.

The “first seven ranges”—minimum parcel a section at 
a minimum cost of $1 per acre—went on sale immedi-
ately in New York, which had replaced Philadelphia as the 
capital. Speculators hoping to make a fortune in real estate 
(an eternal dream) purchased 108,431 acres for a total of 
$176,000; the more desirable land sold for more than $1 
per acre. The first recorded buyer of a piece of what would 
be called the national domain was one John Martin who 
paid the minimum for 640 acres: Section 20 of Township 
7, in Range 4. The historic site is about 10 miles west of 
Wheeling, West Virginia.

How They Lived
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Metes and Bounds
Yet another novelty of the Ordinances was a methodical 
system of surveying and selling the western lands. During 
the colonial period, and after independence in territory not 
regulated by the Northwest Ordinance, property lines were 
described by metes and bounds. That is, a settler located the 
land he wanted; then, at the land offi ce, he described it by 
referring to boundaries to adjacent properties that were al-
ready deeded. and to natural features: creeks, outcroppings 
of rock, and even trees as in this legal description of a 140-
acre parcel in Kentucky:

Beginning at the mouth of a branch at an ash stump 
thence up the creek south 20 poles to 2 beach, two beech 
trees thence east 41 poles to a small walnut in Arnett’s 
line, thence north 50 east 80 poles to a linn hickory dog-
wood in said line, thence north 38 poles to an ash, thence 
west 296 poles with Potts’s line till it intersects with 
Tolly’s line, thence south 30 west 80 poles to a whiteoak 
and sugar [maple], thence east 223 poles to beginning.

(Branch was another word for a creek. Pole was a synonym 
for a rod, 16.5 feet, a measure now rarely used but an every-
day term in the eighteenth century.)

A problem with describing a parcel of land by metes 
and bounds was that settlers left on their own selected only 
prime farmland and excluded steep hillsides, rocky ground, 
marshes, and other wasteland from their property. Once 
established, they did not really waste the wasteland. They 

 quarried rock and gravel from it, cut timber and firewood 
there, and grazed livestock on it. But no one had paid for it, 
and no one paid taxes on it.

The Rectangular Survey
To avoid this in the Northwest Territory, Congress adopted 
the rectangular survey.  Before land was made available for 
purchase, surveyors crisscrossed it with straight lines creating 
townships six miles square, which, in turn, were  subdivided 
(also in squares) into thirty-six “sections” of one square mile 
(640 acres). Buyers located the tract they wanted, but they had 
to purchase an entire square section, hillsides and swamps as 
well as fertile, level farmland. The government was not left 
holding pockets of unsellable, untaxable land.

A section, the smallest tract that could be purchased under 
the Northwest Ordinance at a minimum of a dollar an acre, 
was far more land than a family needed or could make use of. 
And, in most cases, $640 was more than pioneering farmers, 
poor almost by definition, could afford to spend. Congress was, 
in effect, selling to developers, speculators who could afford to 
buy land in sections and subdivide them into farm-size parcels 
for resale at a profit. This was not necessarily a law intended to 
enrich speculators. Congress simply did not want to involve the 
government in the headaches of retail sales. Congress did re-
member the educational needs of the communities that would 
emerge in the Territory. Section 16, right in the middle of each 
township, was withheld from sale. Income from renting out the 
land in that section was to be used to fund schools.

The First Seven
Ranges; Surveyed

MAP 10:2 The Northwest Terrritory and the Rectangular Survey. The “rectangular survey” system.  An American innovation, it 
provided for orderly disposition of Confederation-owned land to settlers.  By dividing the western domain geometrically, all the land, 
and not just prize parcels, was sold in square sections (square miles) to speculators who subdivided the land into smaller squares for 
sale to settlers.  The rectangular survey was later applied to the Louisiana Purchase and the Mexican Acquisition except where land
claims under French and Mexican rule were judged valid.



DIFFICULTIES AND ANXIETIES
Despite its achievements, disillusionment with the Confed-
eration grew steadily. Prominent Americans like Alexander 
Hamilton of New York and George Washington of Virginia 
no longer thought of New York and Virginia as their country. 
(Hamilton, born and raised in the West Indies, never did.) 
They vested their pride, loyalties, and hopes in the United 
States and, in their eyes, the provincialism and pettiness of 
the individual states were close to pulling the country apart. 
They believed that only a stronger central government could 
save the country.

Money Problems
Finance was a tenacious problem thanks to petty politics. 
Even during the war, when defeat might well ruin them, 
 delegates in Congress bickered and connived, denying or 
delaying the funds the Continental army needed. Congress 
even dithered for hours as to whether a man who claimed 
a meager $222.60 for ferrying troops should be paid in full. 
Complicating the chronic shortage of funds was the fact 
that all thirteen states had to approve all taxation measures. 
In 1781, alone of the thirteen states, Rhode Island, home to 
just 2 percent of the country’s population, refused to ap-
prove a very low tariff of 5 percent on imports. On another 
 occasion, New York killed a tax bill that the other twelve 
states approved. 

Because Congress was unable to levy taxes, it resorted to 
a mischievous means of paying the bills: printing ever larger 
amounts of paper money popularly known as “Continen-
tals.” In 1775, some $6 million in paper money was in circu-
lation. Congress printed $63 million in 1778 and $90 million 
in 1779. Virtually no one (except soldiers who had no choice) 
accepted the bills at face value, even when they were still crisp 
from the printer. By 1783, $167 in Continentals were needed 
to purchase what one silver Spanish dollar bought. “Not 
worth a Continental” was a catch-phrase that long survived 
the Articles of Confederation.

Seven states also printed paper money. The assembly of 
Rhode Island, controlled by farmers in debt, churned it out in 
bulk. The state’s money was worthless beyond its boundaries. 
Tales were told of creditors fleeing Rhode Island so that those 
who owed money to them could not pay their debts in the 
state’s legal tender. Merchants—including Rhode  Island’s—
needed a sound currency valid in every state and accepted 
abroad. Such a currency, they believed with good reason, 
needed a strong, sound central government backing it.

Getting No Respect
Britain refused to turn over a string of Great Lakes forts 
as the Treaty of Paris required. Nor did the British send 
a minister (ambassador) to America. A British diplomat 
joked that it was too expensive to outfi t thirteen men with 
homes and the other accoutrements of offi ce in the thirteen 
sovereign states. In London, the American minister, John 
Adams, was openly mocked when he acted with the dignity 
of a legate.

There were insults elsewhere. A world-traveling American 
sea captain said that the United States was regarded “in the 
same light, by foreign nations, as a well-behaved negro is 
in a gentleman’s family,” that is, as an inferior scarcely to 
be noticed. The Barbary states of northern Africa seized 
American ships and seamen with impunity. These Muslim 
 principalities—Tunis, Algiers, Tripoli, and Morocco—lived 
by seizing the cargos and enslaving the crews of countries 
with which they were “at war”—all Christian nations by 
Barbary definitions—unless a treaty had been neotiar nego-
tiated, that is, money paid to the Barbary states.

The Barbary pirates were no problem for Americans as long 
as they were part of the British Empire. Great  Britain paid 
annual tribute in return for “protection” from the  African 
corsairs. With independence, Americans lost their immuni-
ties; indeed, Britain encouraged the Barbary states to seize 
American ships. There was a flurry of patriotic indignation 
when, in October 1785, a Moroccan pirate seized the Betsey,
enslaving ten seamen, and a short time later, when Algiers 
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Confederation era currency. The bills were known as “continentals.” “Dollar” as a denomination was borrowed from the Spanish. However, the 
Spanish unit was subdivided into eighths, the famous “pieces of eight.” The division of the continental dollar into sixths was a British survival as 
reflected in the famous British six pence coin and the division of its shilling into twelve pence (twice six). The dollar was decimalized (100 cents to the 
dollar) in 1791.
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seized the Dauphin and Maria with twenty-one  passengers 
and crew.

Naval action was out of the question; the United States had 
no navy. So, in 1785, Congress appropriated $80,000 to ne-
gotiate treaties with the Barbary states, instructing diplomats 
to keep the payments “as much below that sum as you pos-
sibly can.” This was a delusion. France paid just one Barbary 
state, Morocco, $1.5 million (in today’s money) for protec-
tion, Sweden $500,000 a year. It was a sorry state of affairs for 
the young men of the Revolution who had crowed of national 
greatness.

Meddling Foreigners
Squabbles among the states invited foreign meddling. In 
1784, a Spanish diplomat, Diego de Gardoqui, played on the 
commercial interests of the northern states in the hopes of 
dividing the United States on geographic lines. He proposed 
to open Spanish ports to American ships if Congress gave up 
its treaty rights to export goods via the Mississippi River.

New Englanders and New Yorkers cared little about 
trade on the Mississippi. Their delegations tried to ram de 
 Gardoqui’s treaty through Congress. Had they succeeded, 
the southern states would have been under great pressure to 
go their own way. The Mississippi and Ohio River system was 
vital to the tens of thousands of southerners who had moved 
to what are now the states of Kentucky and Tennessee.

Britain schemed to detach Vermont from the United States. 
Claimed by both New York and New Hampshire, the isolated 
Green Mountain country functioned as an independent com-
monwealth during the 1780s, dominated by Ethan and Levi 
Allen, two Revolutionary War veterans. The Allens tried to ne-
gotiate a treaty with the British that would have tied Vermont 
more closely to Canada. The Green Mountains were thinly 
populated, but an independent Vermont protected by Great 
Britain would drive a salient more than 100 miles into the 
United States. Congress was powerless to stop the Allens; the 
Continental Army had shrunk to 700 soldiers, fewer men than 
Allen could have mobilized within a month. Only because the 
British failed to act decisively did the project fall through. 

Calls for Change
A trivial confl ict in domestic waters triggered the movement 
to overhaul the government. In March 1785, a small group 
of Marylanders and Virginians gathered at Mount Vernon, 
George Washington’s home on the Potomac, to discuss the 
confl icting claims of Maryland’s and Virginia’s fi shermen in 
the Chesapeake Bay. They were unable to come up with a 
boundary acceptable to the two states. They did, however, 
conclude that the problem was only one in a morass of dis-
putes among the states and between the states and the Con-
federation. They invited all thirteen states to send delegates 
to a meeting the next year in Annapolis, Maryland, to discuss 
what might be done.

Five states responded, so decisive action was out of the 
question. Only Alexander Hamilton of New York was undis-
couraged. He persuaded the other men who had wasted their 
time traveling to Annapolis to try again in more centrally 
located Philadelphia. They should prepare, Hamilton told 
them, to discuss all the “defects in the System of the Federal 
Government.”

Hamilton and a few others, notably James Madison of 
Virginia, who was scarcely older than Hamilton, had more 
than jawing in mind. They intended a bloodless coup d’état, 
peacefully replacing the Articles of Confederation with 
a completely new frame of government. Rumors of their 
intentions spread and met less than universal approval. 
 Virginia’s Governor Patrick Henry, Madison’s rival in state 
politics, said that he “smelled a rat” and refused to endorse 
the  proposal. Rhode Island officially declared that the state 
would not participate. Hamilton’s Philadelphia convention 
would likely have fizzled like the Annapolis meeting had it 
not been for a wave of protests in western Massachusetts that 
turned into armed rebellion.

The Shays Rebellion
Farmers in western Massachusetts resented the fact that 
the state’s tax laws favored trade at the expense of agricul-
ture. In 1786, hundreds of them held meetings at which 
they demanded that their property taxes be reduced. To 
make up for the loss of revenue, they called for the aboli-
tion of “aristocratic” public offi ces in the state government 
in Boston.

In several towns, angry crowds surrounded courthouses, 
harassed lawyers and judges, whom they considered para-
sites, and forcibly prevented the collection of debts. In Sep-
tember, a Revolutionary War veteran, Daniel Shays, led 2,000 
armed men toward the state arsenal in Springfield.

Shays and his followers did not regard themselves as revo-
lutionaries. They believed they were carrying on the spirit 
and struggle of the War for Independence against a privi-
leged elite. Then minister in France, Thomas Jefferson agreed 
with them. “A little rebellion now and then is a good thing,” 
he wrote to a friend. “The tree of liberty must be refreshed 
from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.” (So 
long as he was far from the scene, Jefferson was titillated by 
social disorder.)

The Oyster War
When a waterway is a boundary, the actual dividing line 
is drawn at the thalweg, the deepest part of a creek, river, 
or bay. However, the boundary between Maryland and 
Virginia in the Chesapeake Bay and Potomac River was 
set as the high tide line on the Virginia side. This peculiar 
specification gave Marylanders the right to harvest oysters 
on Virginia shores. Virginia oystermen were not happy with 
the arrangement. They engaged in several shooting wars 
with the Marylander watermen. One such “oyster war” was 
one of the disputes that first brought together the men who 
would eventually write the Constitution. Over the years, at 
least fifty oystermen were killed in the wars; the last known 
fatality was in 1959. Even today, Chesapeake watermen are 
forbidden to have firearms on their boats.



The Shays Rebellion collapsed in December. But the men 
who were preparing to gather in Philadelphia the next sum-
mer, and some who were just considering it, determined not 
to risk another such crisis. To them, it was not Jefferson’s 
pine tree of liberty that needed attention; it was the ailing 
oak of social stability and order. Washington, Hamilton, and 
conservative men like them believed that disorders like the 
uprising in Massachusetts were the inevitable consequence 
of weak government.

THE CONSTITUTION
The American Constitution has been hailed with a reverence 
that is sometimes religious. It “was intended to endure for 
ages to come,” said John Marshall, the great Chief Justice of 
the Supreme Court. The Constitution, said Henry Clay, “was 
not made merely for the generation that then existed but 
for posterity—unlimited, undefi ned, and endless, perpetual 
posterity.” British Prime Minister, William Gladstone called 
the Constitution “the most wonderful work ever struck off 
at a given time by the brain and purpose of man.” Jefferson 
called the men who write it “demigods.” Indeed, with all its 
anachronisms (which all have too many powerful defenders 

to be eliminated) the Constitution has been a remarkably 
successful frame of government.

The Founding Fathers who designed, debated, and wrote 
the Constitution were infinitely richer in talents than any co-
hort of American politicians since. But they were not demi-
gods. They were well-to-do, privileged, conservative, and 
plenty fallible human beings of their times who happened to 
find a good deal about their times alarming.

The Convention
The convention began on May 25, 1787. The fi fty-fi ve del-
egates almost immediately agreed that the Articles of Con-
federation could not, realistically, be revised. Ironically, it was 

The Shays Rebellion began as 
riotous behavior, beating up 
Massachusetts state officials, 
for example. But it evolved 
into an armed insurrection on 
a scale large enough to panic 
social conservatives all over the 
colonies.
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Social Butterfly
George Washington, the “star” of the Constitutional 
Convention, got his exercise by, almost all of the 128 days 
he was in Philadelphia, riding out for several hours at five 
o’clock each morning. He dined out 110 times, attended 69 
afternoon teas, stepped out in the evening on 20 occasions 
to lectures, concerts, and plays, had four portraits painted, 
and went fishing at least once.
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much easier to effect a coup d’état, to create a government 
from scratch, than it was to amend the Articles. Amendment 
required that all thirteen states concur. Rhode Island had al-
ready made it quite clear that it opposed change by refusing 
to send delegates to Philadelphia.

The Constitutional Convention met in secret first to last. 
For four months the delegates bolted the doors and sealed 
the windows of the Pennsylvania State House (Independence 
Hall)—which was a demigod-like sacrifice in Philadelphia’s 
hot and humid summer. Every delegate swore not to discuss 
the proceedings with outsiders. George Washington, who 
presided, was furious when a page of a delegate’s notes was 
found where anyone could have picked it up.

There was nothing sinister about the secrecy. The goal of 
the convention—a new frame of government—was common 
knowledge. The delegates sequestered themselves because they 
were conscious of the gravity of their work. As James Wilson of 
Pennsylvania said, “America now presents the first instance of a 
people assembled to weigh deliberately and calmly, and to de-
cide leisurely and peaceably, upon the form of government by 
which they will bind themselves, and their posterity.” No small 
business that: Never before had a nation been invented. There 
was also a practical reason for secrecy. The delegates were po-
liticans. Successful politicians calculate their public utterances 

so as to please or, at least, so as not to displease the people who 
elect them to office. The delegates to the convention, to their 
credit, wanted to voice their most candid opinions rather than, 
as politicians must do in public, truckle to popular prejudice.

Moreover, the delegates knew that there would be oppo-
sition to the constitution they wrote. Wilson said that “the 
people” were assembled in Independence Hall. The Consti-
tution begins with the words “We the People of the United 
States.” In fact, most of the Founding Fathers represented 
just one of several American political tendencies, and they 
knew it. They wanted their program complete before they 
had to debate its merits.

The Founding Fathers at Philadelphia. It is an imagined reconstruction of the scene painted after the Convention. No one who 
was not a delegate was admitted to the meeting room in Independence Hall. George Washington is presiding. Seated second 
from left is Benjamin Franklin. Neither of them played much of a role in the historic debates, Washington because he was 
uncomfortable with heady discussions, Franklin because he was old and fading. At 81, he had to be carried from his home in 
a sedan chair.
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And a Partridge in a Pear Tree
Two days before the Founding Fathers signed the Constitution, 
they gathered at Philadelphia’s City Tavern at a party honoring 
George Washington. They consumed seven bowls of punch 
(not a pineapple juice concoction but mostly alcohol), eight 
bottles of cider, eight bottles of whiskey, twelve bottles of beer, 
twenty-two bottles of port wine, fifty-four bottles of madeira, 
and sixty bottles of claret (what we would call Cabernet 
Sauvignon).



The Delegates
They fi nished in September 1787 whence most of the del-
egates scattered north and south to lobby for their states’ 
 approval. (A few delegates did not sign the document.) They 
were a formidable lot, all of them infl uential at home by vir-
tue of their wealth, education, and political prominence. Of 
the fi fty-fi ve, only three—Benjamin Franklin; Roger  Sherman 
of Connecticut, who had been a cobbler as a young man; and 
Alexander Hamilton, the illegitimate son of a ne'er-do-well 
merchant in the West Indies—had been weaned on anything 
less glittering than a silver spoon.

Careers devoted to justifying independence and creating 
state governments meant that many of the delegates were 
keen students of political philosophy. During the years just 
preceding the convention, James Madison augmented his li-
brary with 200 books on the subject. Just as important was 
the delegates’ practical experience: seven had been governors; 
thirty-nine had sat in the Continental Congress.

Most of the Founding Fathers were quite young. Only nine 
signers of the Declaration of Independence were present 
(and three of them refused to sign the Constitution). Only 
 Benjamin Franklin at 81 was antique. The other delegates 
averaged 40 years of age; ten were not yet 35 years; one was 
26. Such youngsters had been barely old enough in 1776 to 
play minor roles in the war. They had been children during 
the Stamp Act crisis. They were heirs of the Revolution, not 
makers of it.

The youth of the Founding Fathers is of some importance 
in understanding the nature of the Constitution they wrote. 
Most of the delegates had not thought of themselves as co-
lonials. By 1787, most wanted to think of themselves not as 
New Hampshiremen or South Carolinians, but as Ameri-
cans. Unlike their more provincial forebears, they had moved 
freely and often from one state to another. In the Continental 
Army (a third of the delegates had been soldiers, mostly ju-
nior officers) and in the Confederation Congress, they met 
and formed relationships with men from other states. They 
thought in terms of a continent rather than of coastal en-
claves looking back to a mother country for an identity. 

Conservatives
Youth does not, as we are often told, equate with radicalism. 
The men who drew up the Constitution were conservatives 
in the classic (not the contemporary) meaning of the word. 
They did not believe with Thomas Jefferson (then in France) 
that human nature was essentially good and eternally malle-
able, that people and society were perfectible if left free. Most 
of the Founding Fathers feared the darker side of human 
nature that Jefferson refused to acknowledge. They believed 
that, without powerful institutional restraints, self-seeking 
individuals were quick to trample on the rights of others. To 
such conservatives, democracy and liberty did not go hand 
in hand. On the contrary, if “the people” were unchecked, 
they would destroy liberty, and a good deal more. Rufus King 
of New York defi ned democracy as “madness.” John Adams 
who was also serving in Europe during the Convention, 

called rule by the masses of people “the most ignoble, unjust, 
and detestable form of government.”

The most pessimistic of the lot was Alexander Hamil-
ton. Sent by men who recognized his genius to King’s Col-
lege in New York (now Columbia University), Hamilton 
never returned to the West Indies. He quit college to serve 
 Washington as an aide-de-camp during the war, impressing 
the general with his intelligence and, no doubt, with his po-
litical principles, for Washington too looked on democracy 
with distaste. Hamilton may never have actually said that the 
“people are a great beast,” but the remark comes close to his 
feelings on the subject.

Had Hamilton been English, he would have defended 
those institutions that British conservatives believed helped 
to control the passions of the masses: the monarchy, the ar-
istocracy, the established church, and the centuries-old ac-
cretion of law and custom that is the British constitution. 
In fact, Hamilton admired British culture and government. 
Like Edmund Burke, he thought of the American Revolution 
as a conservative movement. In rebelling, the Americans had 
defended traditional liberties against a reckless, innovative 
Parliament.

In the Constitution, Hamilton wanted to recapture some 
of what had been lost with independence. He suggested that 
the president and senators be elected for life, thus creating 
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Alexander Hamilton was one of the youngest Founding Fathers. He 
thought the Constitution allowed the states too much power and the 
president too little. But he accepted the document in the spirit of give-
and-take compromise that Benjamin Franklin asked of the delegates. 
And, for Hamilton, the imperfect Constitution was an infinite 
improvement on the Articles of Confederation, which he despised.
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a kind of monarch and aristocracy. He was unable to sway 
his fellow delegates in this. Many of them shared Hamilton’s 
sentiments, but they understood better than he ever would 
that Americans would not tolerate institutions that even 
hinted of aristocracy. What the majority of delegates did 
 approve, and Hamilton accepted as preferable to “anarchy 
and convulsion,” was a system of government that was partly 
democratic (by eighteenth-century standards) but in which 
democracy was limited. The government they created was, in 
John Adams’s word, “mixed,” a balance of the “democratical” 
principle (power in the hands of the many); the “aristocrati-
cal” (power in the hands of a few); and the “monocratical” 
(power in the hands of one).

meant to insulate judges from political pressure. The 
 Supreme Court was the final court of appeal. In time (this 
was not written into the Constitution), the Supreme Court 
established a quasi-legislative role of its own in the principle 
of judicial review; that is, in judging according to the law, 
the Supreme Court also interpreted the law. Implicit in this 
process was the power to declare a law unconstitutional and, 
therefore, void.

Finally, the Constitution could be amended, although 
the process of making changes was deliberately made diffi-
cult. An amendment may be proposed in one of two ways: 
Two-thirds of the states’ legislatures can petition Congress 
to summon a national constitutional convention. Or, and 
this is the only method by which the Constitution has in fact 
been amended, Congress can submit proposals to the states. 
If three-fourths of the states ratify a proposed amendment, it 
becomes part of the Constitution.

The Federal Relationship
Another web of checks and balances defi ned the relationship 
between the central government and the states. Under the 
Articles, the United States was a confederation of indepen-
dent states that retained virtually all the powers possessed 
by sovereign nations. Under the Constitution, the balance 
shifted, with preponderant powers going to the federal gov-
ernment. The states were not reduced to administrative dis-
tricts, as Hamilton would have liked. Nationalistic sentiments 
may have been high in 1787, but local interests and jealousies 
were a long way from dead. If the Constitution were to win 
popular support, the states had to be accommodated.

Small states like Delaware, New Jersey, and Connecticut 
were particularly sensitive in this matter. If they were not to 
be bullied or even absorbed by larger, wealthier neighbors, 
delegates from the small states insisted, they must be accorded 
fundamental protections. These they received in the decision 
that states rather than population would be  represented in 
the Senate. That is, each state elected two senators, no matter 
what its population. Virginia, the largest, was ten times as 
populous as Delaware but had the same number of senators. 
Without this “great compromise,” which was accomplished 
only after intense debate in July 1787, the delegates from the 
small states would have gone home. As it was (again except-
ing Rhode Island), the small states enthusiastically backed 
the Constitution.

The Constitution and Slavery
The question of slavery necessitated another compromise. 
Virtually none of the delegates from the northern states were 
sympathetic to the institution. Some, including Benjamin 
Franklin, Hamilton, John Jay, and Gouvernor Morris, were 
declared abolitionists. Jay actually purchased slaves in order 
to free them. Some Virginians like Washington regarded slav-
ery as a curse on the country; a dozen years later, Washington 
freed all his slaves in his will. But with the African Ameri-
can population of the South so large, antislavery southern-
ers feared that any gesture in the direction of emancipation 

Reading Assignment
Students asssigned to read the Constitution often complain 
that it is “too long.” It is actually quite short, fewer than 
10 pages in this book, including all the amendments. 
Oklahoma’s state constitution runs on and on and on for 158 
pages without amendments. Does anyone care to argue that 
it is the superior document?

Checks, Limits, Balances
The House of Representatives was “democratical.” Represen-
tatives were elected frequently (every two years) by a broad 
electorate—most free, white, adult males. The Senate and the 
Supreme Court refl ected the “aristocratical” principle. Sena-
tors were elected infrequently (every six years) and by state 
legislatures, not by popular vote. They were thus somewhat 
insulated from the fi ckleness of the crowd.

The Supreme Court was almost totally insulated from 
popular opinion. Justices were appointed by the president, 
but, once confirmed by the Senate, they were immune to his 
or the Senate’s or the people’s influence. Justices served for 
life. They could be removed from the bench only by a dif-
ficult impeachment process.

The “monocratical” principle was established in the presi-
dency and was, therefore, the most dramatic break with the 
Confederation government. The president alone represented 
the whole nation, but he owed his power neither directly to 
the people nor to Congress. He was put into office by an elec-
toral college that selected the president and then dissolved. 
How electors were chosen was left to each state.

An intricate web of checks and balances tied together the 
three branches of government. Only Congress could enact a 
law, and both democratical House and aristocratical Senate 
had to agree to every syllable. The president could veto an act 
of Congress if he judged it unconstitutional or adverse to the 
national interest. However, to check the president’s power, 
Congress could override a veto by a two-thirds majority of 
both houses.

The judiciary was independent of both the executive and 
legislative branches of government, a significant  innovation 



would mean social disorder far worse than Shays’s Rebellion. 
Only the South Carolinians and Georgians, as a group, can 
be described as proslavery.

Even their sensibilities had been jarred by a decade talk-
ing about liberty. Tellingly, the word slave does not appear 
in the Constitution (although that nicety was the work of 
the outspoken abolitionist, Gouverneur Morris, who wrote 
the final draft of the document). But slavery, unnamed, 
was basic to it. In Article I, Section 9, which guaranteed the 
importation of slaves for twenty years, they are referred to 
obliquely as “such Persons as any of the States now existing 
find proper to admit.”  Elsewhere, slaves are identified as “all 
other persons.” 

This was the term employed in the “three-fifths compro-
mise” by which a North–South conflict was averted. The 
northern delegates wanted to count slaves for purposes of 
apportioning taxation among the states on the grounds that 
their labor produced taxable wealth, but not when apportion-
ing seats in the House of Representatives. Slaves, after all, did 
not vote and their interests could not be said to be represented, 
like the interests of white women, by fathers, husbands, and 
sons. Some southern delegates, with nothing resembling a 
comparable argument except a threat to oppose the Constitu-
tion without a concession, wanted to count slaves when ap-
portioning representatives but not when apportioning taxes.

For the northern delegates, it was a matter of forgetting 
about the new Constitution or making a distasteful deal. 
Each slave in a state was counted as three-fifths of a person 
in apportioning that state’s tax burden and its representation 
in the House. Politically, this gave southern white voters con-
siderably more power than northern voters, a fact fraught 
with undesirable consequences.

RATIFICATION
The Constitution was to go into effect when conventions in 
nine states ratifi ed it. Three did so immediately, Delaware 
and Connecticut almost unanimously, thanks to the “great 
compromise.” Pennsylvania’s ratifi cation also came quickly, 
but in a manner that dramatized the widespread opposition 
to the new government and the determination of the sup-
porters of the Constitution, who called themselves “federal-
ists,” to have their way.

Federalist Shenanigans
“Federalist” was something of a misnomer since they pro-
posed to replace a genuinely federated government with a 
more centralized one. In Pennsylvania, the federalists secured 
ratifi cation only by physically forcing two anti- federalist 
members of the state convention to remain in their seats 
when they tried to leave the hall. This irregular maneuver—
not that the anti- federalist strategy of paralyzing the conven-
tion was admirable—was necessary to guarantee a quorum 
so that the  federalist majority could legally register a pro-
Constitution vote.

In Massachusetts, anti-federalists claimed that schedul-
ing the election of delegates to the ratification convention 
in mid-winter prevented many snowbound anti-federalist 
farmers from getting to the polls. Even then, ratification was 
approved in Massachusetts by the narrow margin of 187 to 
168 only because several delegates pledged to vote against the 
Constitution changed their minds and voted for it. 

In Virginia in June 1788, Edmund Randolph, an an-
nounced anti-federalist, changed his vote and took a coterie 
of followers with him; the federalist victory in Virginia was 
by a vote of only 89 to 79. A switch of six votes would have re-
versed the verdict in the largest state, and that, in turn, would 
have kept New York in the anti-federalist camp.

Three-Fifths
Defining a slave as three-fifths of a free person, as the 
Constitution does, is often described as racist, but it was 
not. A slave was accounted as three-fifths of a free black 
too, and the curious fraction originated in an economic and 
financial debate during the Confederation period, not the 
proportion of a slave’s humanity. The question was: How 
much wealth did a slave produce as compared to a free 
worker? Northerners said “almost as much.” Southerners 
said “very little; slaves were not productive workers.” After 
bandying about figures varying from one-third to two-thirds, 
the debaters compromised on three-fifths (whence the bill 
under consideration failed to pass). 

The three-fifths clause in the Constitution was to poison 
North–South relations because it gave southern voters 
much more representation in Congress and the electoral 
college than it gave northerners. (A master of 100 slaves 
cast, in effect, sixty-one votes.) When the fraction originated, 
however, representation was not an issue. Under the Articles 
of Confederation, each state, no matter the size of its 
population, had one vote in Congress.
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Unpredictable Critic
Mercy Otis Warren, sister of hell-raiser James Otis and 
wife of another prominent patriot, was of a type familiar 
today. In the vanguard of many radical causes, her blood 
was the bluest Massachusetts produced and she knew it. 
She condescended even to those just a notch below her in 
social status like her friends, John and Abigail Adams. Her 
condescensions were subtle because her pen was among 
the deftest of the era. Warren wrote several plays reviling 
loyalists and a history of the Revolution.

Mercy Otis Warren was not happy with America under the 
Articles of Confederation. She called the country a “restless, 
vigorous youth, prematurely emancipated from the authority 
of a parent, but without the experience necessary to direct 
him to act with dignity or discretion.”

That sounds like a federalist in the making, but Warren was 
no federalist. She regarded the Constitution as a plot, sinister 
in ways she (untypically) never quite defined in writing.
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In New York, a large anti-federalist majority was elected 
to the ratifying convention. After voting to reject the Con-
stitution, the convention reversed its decision when news 
of Virginia’s approval reached the state. Still, the vote was 
closer than it was in Massachusetts and Virginia, a razor-
thin 30 to 27.

There is good reason to believe that if an open, demo-
cratic, countrywide referendum had been held in 1787, the 
Constitution would have been rejected.

The Anti-Federalists
North Carolina was decisively anti-federalist. Only in 
 November 1789, eight months after the new government began 
to function, did the state reluctantly join the Union. Rhode Is-
land held out longer, until May 1790. Rhode Island became the 
thirteenth state only when Congress threatened to pass a tariff 
that would have shut its produce out of the United States.

Today, when the Constitution has worked successfully for 
200 years, it can appear that the anti-federalists of 1787 were 
cranks. In fact, their reasons for favoring the Articles of Con-
federation were firmly within the tradition of the Revolution. 
Among the anti-federalists were fiery old patriots who feared 
that any centralized power was an invitation to tyranny. Samuel 
Adams, still padding about Boston shaking his head at moral 
decadence, opposed the Constitution until Massachusetts fed-
eralists, needing the old lion’s support, agreed to press for a 
national bill of rights. In Virginia, Patrick Henry battled James 
Madison around the state. Some of Henry’s arguments against 
the Constitution were rather bizarre. At one point he con-
cluded that the Constitution was an invitation to the pope to 
set up court in the United States. Henry had his peculiarities.

But he and other anti-federalists also argued, with plenty of 
evidence behind them, that free republican institutions could 
survive only in small countries such as Switzerland (itself a 
federation), the city-states of ancient Greece, and, of course, 
an independent and sovereign Virginia. When the Roman 
republic became an empire, they pointed out, Rome became 
despotic. The same thing would happen, anti- federalists 
warned, to a large, centrally governed United States.

Answering such arguments was the federalists’ most dif-
ficult task. Madison, Hamilton, and John Jay of New York 

took it upon themselves to do so in eighty-five essays later 
collected under the name the Federalist Papers—which is still 
a basic textbook of political philosophy. They argued that a 
powerful United States would guarantee liberty. These inge-
nious essays, however, were probably less important to the 
federalist victory than their agreement, quite reluctant in 
Hamilton’s case, to add a bill of rights to the Constitution.

The Bill of Rights
The Constitutional Convention paid little attention to the 
rights of citizens. The Founding Fathers were by no means 
hostile to individual rights, but their preoccupation in 1787 
was strengthening the government. They assumed that the 
rights of individuals were protected in the state constitutions.

Because the Constitution created a national government 
superior to the states, however, anti-federalists like Samuel 
Adams and Edmund Randolph agreed to scrap their op-
position to ratification only when the rights that had been 
adopted by the states since 1776 were guaranteed on the fed-
eral level. The Bill of Rights, the first ten amendments to the 
Constitution, was ratified in 1791 but tacitly agreed upon 
during the ratification process. The First Amendment guar-
anteed freedom of religion, speech, the press, and peaceable 
assembly. The Second Amendment guaranteed the right to 
bear arms. The Third and Fourth Amendments guaranteed 
security against the quartering of troops in private homes 
(still a sore point with older Americans) and against unrea-
sonable search and seizure.

The famous Fifth Amendment is a guarantee against being 
tried twice for the same crime and, in effect, against torture. 
It is the basis of a citizen’s right to refuse to testify in a trial 
in which he or she is a defendant. (British practice did not 
permit a defendant to testify.) The Sixth Amendment also 
pertains to criminal trials. It guarantees the right to a speedy 
trial and the right to face accusers: no secret witnesses. The 
Seventh and Eighth Amendments likewise protect the rights 
of a person who is accused of committing a crime.

The Ninth and Tenth Amendments are catchalls. They state 
that the omission of a right from the Constitution does not mean 
that the right does not exist, and that any powers not explicitly 
granted to the federal government are reserved to the states.
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Chapter 11

We the People
Putting the Constitution to Work 
1789–1800

The father of his country.
—Francis Bailey

First in war, first in peace, first in the hearts of his countrymen.
—Henry Lee

America has furnished to the world the character of Washington. And if our 
American institutions had done nothing else, that alone would have entitled them to 
the respect of mankind.

—Daniel Webster

E
veryone knew who would be elected to the presi-
dency, an office unlike any under the Articles of 
Confederation. George Washington towered in 
prestige so far above every other American that all 
sixty-nine members of the electoral college chose 

him. After a slow, triumphal procession from Virginia to New 
York City, then the capital, Washington took the presidential 
oath on April 30, 1789.

As originally written, the Constitution provided that each 
member of the electoral college voted for two candidates for
president, at least one of whom was from a state other than 
the elector’s. There was no election for the vice presidency. 
The presidential candidate who finished second in the elec-
toral college stepped into that position. John Adams believed 
that his services to the country entitled him to the honor; 34 
electors, almost half of the total, agreed. Adams was miffed 
that the total was so low; he was always vain, this time he had 
a right to feel insulted.

THE FIRST PRESIDENCY
Washington was more than fi rst in the hearts of his coun-
trymen. He was possessed of qualities perhaps indispensable 
to overseeing the launch of a government designed from 

scratch. He was committed to the republican ideal. His sense 
of duty was the very core of his personality. He was aware 
that events had made him one of Western civilization’s most 
revered fi gures, which increased his obligation to act wisely 
and prudently. He knew that, as fi rst president, he would set 
a precedent with every deed, from signing an act of Congress 
into law to the manner in which he greeted a guest at dinner.

Setting Precedents
It is fortunate that Washington was a dedicated republican, 
and it was by no means a given that he should have been. The 
advisor he trusted most, Alexander Hamilton, was not so 
dedicated. Nor were some members of the Order of Cincin-
natus, a society of Revolutionary War offi cers. Hamilton had 
wanted the president to serve for life, an elected monarch in 
fact if not in name. Some Cincinnati wanted to make him a 
military dictator. When the new government was mustering 
itself in New York in 1789, it was proposed that Washington 
be addressed as “Your Elective Majesty.”  He toyed with “His 
High Mightiness” but settled for “Mr. President.” 

Washington was not, however, “just one of the boys,” as re-
cent presidents strive to be. He was fussy about the trappings 
of office. He dressed his servants in livery (clothing identifying 
them as servants) and powdered wigs. He was driven about 



Washington was feted all the way from Mount Vernon to his 
inauguration in New York City, then the nation’s capital. He 
crossed the Hudson in a splendidly decorated barge and took 
the presidential oath on a balcony cheered by thousands in the 
street below.
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1789 1791 1793 1795 1797 1799 1801

The Federalist Presidents 1789–1801

1789–1797 George Washington president

1791 Bank of the United States

1793 Citizen Genêt Affair; Jefferson leaves cabinet

1794 Jay’s Treaty; Whiskey Rebellion

1795 Pinckney’s Treaty

1798 Alien and Sedition Acts

1790 Hamilton’s Funding and Assumption Bills

John Adams president  1797–1801

Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions  1798–1799

Undeclared war with France  1798–1800

Adams preserves peace; defeated for reelection  1800

John Marshall Chief Justice  1801

New York in a splendid carriage drawn by matched cream-
colored horses. When he toured the country— Washington 
visited every state while he was president—he stopped his 
unattractive overland coach before entering towns and 
mounted a fine, large charger that he sat on “straight as an 
Indian.” He consciously affected the appearance and man-
ners of a European prince. On a bet that he would not dare 
do it, Gouverneur Morris chummily slapped Washington on 
the back at a public function. The president stared him down 
with such iciness that Morris retreated stammering from the 
room. They were never again quite as cordial with one an-
other as they had been. Morris said it was the costliest bet he 
ever won.

In being as much monument as man, Washington won an 
even greater respect than his generalship had earned him. 
No European nations feared the United States, but neither 
did they mistake George Washington for a head-scratching 
bumpkin.

The Cabinet
Washington was accustomed to wielding authority. Rarer 
qualities among men raised high by history were his aware-
ness of his personal limitations and his receptivity to advice, 
even when it contradicted his own impulses. He did not resent 
brighter people as, for instance, George III did.  Washington 
sought out intelligent and learned men and listened to them. 
When advisors disagreed, he insisted they hash out their ar-
guments in his presence.

Political considerations entered into his appointments of 
the men who headed the five executive departments, who 
were soon collectively known as the cabinet. (The word does 
not appear in the Constitution.) He chose Edmund  Randolph 
to be attorney general because Randolph had been an 
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The Cincinnati
Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus was a Roman farmer who was twice 
made dictator for six months when enemies threatened the republic. 
Both times Cincinnatus was quickly victorious. Instead of exploiting 
the rest of his dictatorship remaining to enrich himself, he resigned 
and went back to his plow. Americans familiar with Roman history 
likened the selfless patriot George Washington to Cincinnatus.

At the end of the war, Continental Army officers organized the 
Society of the Cincinnati (the plural of Cincinnatus in Latin). The club 
was controversial from the start. The Cincinnati met secretly and 
membership was hereditary: only the first-born sons of members 
were eligible to join. Thomas Jefferson called the society “a nascent 
nobility.”

Some of the Cincinnati discussed—no one knows how many or how 
seriously—setting George Washington up as a dictator. Washington 
quashed the idea as soon as he heard of it and the other Cincinnati 
grew long in the teeth without biting. They abandoned primogeniture, 
opening membership to all male descendants of Revolutionary officers. 
The society evolved into an organization “devoted to the principles of 
the Revolution, the preservation of history and the diffusion of historical 
knowledge,” as which it exists today.

Military men wear medals. 
The old soldiers of the 
Order of the Cincinnati 
wore this one to identify 
themselves. The inscription 
reads: “All sacrificed to 
serve the republic.”

Government on the Cheap
Hamilton’s 5 percent tariff provided enough revenue to finance 
the federal government in normal times because the government 
was so small. Farmer George Washington presided over a larger 
staff at Mount Vernon than President George Washington did in 
Philadelphia. The Treasury Department had 39 employees, the 
State Department five. Secretary of War Henry Knox made do 
with one clerk and one secretary.

The government grew slowly. State had only two employees 
in the capital when Washington retired and War employed just 
twelve civilians. Treasury had several hundred employees, but 
most were customs agents scattered in seaports. When, in 1799, 
the capital was moved from Philadelphia to Washington, DC, 
the entire archives of the executive branch of the government 
fit into eight packing crates. 

anti-federalist, and Washington wanted to win anti- federalist 
support for the government. He named Samuel Osgood to 
be postmaster general so that Massachusetts, the only state to 
rival Virginia in importance, would have two cabinet mem-
bers, as his own state of Virginia did.

But the other three men in the first cabinet Washington 
chose mainly because he respected their advice. Secretary 
of War Henry Knox (from Massachusetts) had been one of 
Washington’s favorite generals and remained a friend. Secre-
tary of State Thomas Jefferson (Virginia) was the author of 
the Declaration of Independence. More important, he had 
lived six years in France, America’s ally, four years as minister. 
Moreover, Jefferson was widely considered a proponent of 
more democratic government (which neither Washington, 
Adams, nor Hamilton were) and had contacts throughout 
the country with those who agreed with him. Washington 
wanted to please them too (within limits).

The most important cabinet post, because of the complex 
and serious financial problems the government faced, was 
secretary of the treasury. Washington’s pick to fill this vital 
position was as foreordained as the electoral college’s choice 
of the first president. Alexander Hamilton of New York had 
been Washington’s aide-de-camp during the war. He was one 
of the most energetic workers on behalf of the Constitution 
(he wrote fifty-one of the long and closely argued Federalist 
Papers) and his expertise in financial matters was universally 
recognized. Like Washington, he was strongly nationalistic 
and conservative. Did Washington know, when he brought 
Hamilton and Jefferson together, that he would hear both 
sides of every basic political question argued as articulately as 
they could possibly be argued? If not, he was soon to learn it.

The National Debt
To pay the government’s running expenses, Congress, at 
Hamilton’s request, enacted a 5 percent tariff on imports. 
The duty was low, not enough to impede sales of foreign 
goods in the United States (mostly French and British manu-
factures) but it was enough to enable Hamilton “to make a 
statement,” which he was always keen to do. Rhode Island 
alone had crippled the Confederation government by vot-
ing against a modest tariff. Hamilton was demonstrating that 
such obstructionism was a thing of the past. 

Revenue from the tariff was not enough to sustain the 
government in a crisis, an Indian war, for example. The 



be a blessing. He believed that the British government’s per-
petual indebtedness—and its steady payment of interest to 
creditors—explained the extraordinary economic growth of 
Great Britain during the eighteenth century.  The treasury’s 
constant repayment of loans plus interest had financed pri-
vate investment in Great Britain and would do the same in 
the United States.

Few in Congress objected to funding the debt owed 
abroad at face value. Americans were cash poor. Big future 
loans would have to be floated in Europe. The Dutch and the 
French governments (and British bankers) must have confi-
dence in the new government.

The First Debate: Funding
However, Hamilton’s proposal to pay American creditors the 
face value of the Confederation paper they held met stiff resis-
tance in Congress. The sticking point was speculation. Most 
of the domestic debt dated to the war years when, moved 
by patriotism among other things, thousands of Americans 
bought government bonds. Continental Army soldiers had 
been given promissory notes when there was no cash with 
which to pay them. As the years passed and the Confedera-
tion failed to redeem these obligations, many (perhaps most) 

The first cabinet in a rather inept drawing. From left to right: the president, Secretary of War Henry Knox (depicted at less than 
his usual 300 pounds), Attorney General Edmund Randolph, Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson, and Secretary of the Treasury 
Alexander Hamilton. There was a postmaster general but he was not then considered a member of the cabinet.
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government, like all governments, would need to borrow 
money now and then—often! For that, the government had 
to have sound credit. Foreign governments, banks at home 
and abroad, and even individuals who could afford to buy 
low denomination government bonds, had to be confident 
that the United States was a good risk, that it could raise the 
money to repay their loans.

In 1789, the United States was a terrible financial risk. The 
Confederation Congress had been badly delinquent in re-
paying the money it had borrowed. The United States owed 
$12 million to foreigners and $44 million to Americans. 
Creditors were, with good reason, wary. Would the new gov-
ernment repudiate the old government’s obligations? It had 
happened often enough in the past, kings refusing to honor 
the debts of the kings they ousted. 

In January 1790, Hamilton reassured the government’s 
creditors by asking Congress to fund the entire Confedera-
tion debt at face value. That is, the government would retire 
Confederation bonds by exchanging new federal bonds, dol-
lar for dollar (restructuring the debt, we might say) for them. 
The government would assert, with no immediate expendi-
ture, its financial reliability. As for launching the new gov-
ernment with a large national debt, Hamilton said it would 
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lenders and veterans lost hope. They sold their claims on the 
government at big discounts to speculators willing to take a 
chance that, eventually, they would collect full value on the 
paper. For ordinary people strapped for cash, getting 20% 
or 30% on the dollar was better than getting nothing from a 
government bankrupt. By 1790, most Confederation obliga-
tions were in the strongboxes of fi nancial adventurers.

Nor had all of them been so very adventurous. As James 
 Madison explained in the House of Representatives in  opposing 
the funding bill, some speculators, learning that Hamilton 
would propose payment of the debt at face value, had fanned 
out in the countryside, scouring villages and buying up dirt 
cheap—the war had been over for seven years, nine if dated from 
Yorktown—all the old bonds and soldiers’ notes they could find. 
In our parlance, they had traded on “insider information.”

Congress should not reward such parasitical profiteers, 
Madison said. He proposed to fund debts at face value (plus 
4 percent annual interest) only when the people who pre-
sented them for redemption had themselves loaned the 
money to the government or fought in the army. Speculators 
who had bought the paper from the original creditors would 
get half face value.

Morally, Madison’s argument was appealing. It rewarded 
those who had stepped forward during the times that tried 
men’s souls and put financial manipulators on notice that the 
government would not reward them. Hamilton replied that 
morality was beside the point. At issue was the government’s 
credit. By rewarding people with money— capitalists—which, 
unfortunate as it was, included speculators, his funding bill 
would encourage them to be lenders in the future. Hamilton 
believed that the support of the monied classes was key to the 
success of the new government.

However compelling Hamilton’s realism was, it did not hurt 
that several dozen members of Congress stood to profit per-
sonally from his funding bill. Critics grumbled that  Hamilton 
had tipped speculators off, but the evidence is that he did not. 
If he was indifferent to the integrity of financial manipulators, 
he guarded his own fastidiously. Funding was approved.

Assumption
Hamilton’s second program had tougher sledding in 
 Congress. He proposed that the federal government as-
sume responsibility for and fund the debts that the states 
had contracted since independence, a total of $25 million. 
 Hamilton’s political motive was obvious: Assumption would 
demonstrate that the new Constitutional government was 
serious about its credit as many of the states had not been. 
Hamilton the nationalist meant to reduce the prestige of the 
states relative to the federal government.

What looked on the face of it to be a bonanza for all the 
states, however, was not. Virginia, with almost twice as many 
congressmen as the second largest state, had been religiously 
paying off its war debt. James Madison pointed out that 
 Virginians, having been taxed by the state to retire Virginia’s 
debt, would, if the federal government assumed all states’ 
debts, be taxed by the federal government to pay off the debts 
of states that had shirked their responsibilities. His arithme-
tic showed that while assumption would relieve Virginia of 
$3 million in debt, Virginians would pay $5 million in federal 
taxes to retire the assumed debt of the other states.

Just enough congressmen from other states joined 
 Virginia’s large delegation in the House of Representatives to 
defeat assumption by a vote of 31 to 29. That was too narrow 
a margin to send Hamilton home to bed, particularly because 
he had a horse to trade that Virginians wanted. Madison, 
Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, 
and many other southerners wanted the permanent capital 
of the United States to be located in the South.

Horse Trade: Assumption for the Capital
In 1790, New York, Hamilton’s home town, was the nation’s 
capital. However, everyone except some New Yorkers agreed 
that it was not going to stay there.  New York was not cen-
tral. It was too far to the north, just 300 miles from  Boston, 
the northernmost city of any size, but 800 miles from 
 Charleston, 900 from Savannah. Moreover, New York was 
not the national metropolis it is today. The city was a poor 
second to Philadelphia in size, sophistication, and ameni-
ties. As president, Washington had a fi ne, centrally located 
home, but Vice President John Adams had to go out of town 
to fi nd a suitable house to rent. Secretary of State Jefferson 
roomed at a tavern; Speaker of the House James Madison 
lived at a boarding house.

Some twenty-five cities and towns, including tiny Trenton, 
New Jersey, and Frederick, Maryland, had put in bids to be 
the permanent capital. Philadelphia’s bid was, of course, the 
best. It had been the capital during most of the Confederation 
period and was 100 miles south of New York, an easy trip 
by land or water from populous Virginia. But there was a 
problem—for southerners: Pennsylvania’s hostility to the 
institution of slavery. Pennsylvania’s gradual abolition pro-
gram was well along. Manumissions were numerous. Many 
southern congressmen, whose domestic servants were slaves, 
were uneasy about bringing them to a city where almost all 
blacks were free. 

Bucks and Quarters
Buck was slang for a dollar before there was a United 
States. A Spanish dollar was the usual price paid to hunters 
for a buckskin.

In 1793, Congress adopted decimal coinage—100 cents to 
the dollar—to replace the eighths into which Spanish dollars 
were divided. Nevertheless, old habits died hard. Congress 
also instructed the U.S. Mint to coin quarter dollars. Quarters 
made little sense decimally, but they reflected the partition of a 
Spanish dollar into eight reales, the Hollywood pirate’s “pieces 
of eight.” Americans commonly referred to quarters as “two 
bits.” (“Two bits, four bits, six bits, a dollar, all for our history 
professor stand up and holler.”) The mint never coined a “bit,” 
but stubborn traditionalists persisted in calling the dime a 
“short bit” (2½ ¢ short) to the end of the nineteenth century.



In 1790, in part to mollify the southerners, the 
 Pennsylvania legislature enacted a law providing that slaves 
accompanying their masters to the state would remain 
slaves. After six months in the state, a slave was legally free, 
but Congress did not sit for this long.

It was not enough to ease southern anxieties. If congress-
men came and went, southerners serving in the executive 
branch did not. Moreover, the slaves congressmen brought 
to Philadelphia would, if only for months be living in a place 
where most blacks, with whom they could socialize, were 
free. They would learn of the six months’ law and make con-
tacts who would hide them when the day of their emancipa-
tion neared and their masters began to pack their suitcases. 
Some Philadelphia Quakers were already offering assistance 
in court to slaves with a legal claim to freedom. Indeed, dur-
ing the 1790s, President Washington resorted to subterfuge 
to get several of his personal servants who knew the law back 
to Virginia. Had they walked off on their date of emanci-
pation, he would have faced an embarrassment worse than 
Gouverneur Morris’s slap on the back.

According to Thomas Jefferson, he hosted a dinner for 
Hamilton and Madison so that Hamilton could propose a 
deal to the Speaker of the House. Hamilton would deliver 
the votes of enough northern congressmen to locate the per-
manent capital on an undeveloped site on the Potomac River 
where slavery was legal. In return, while Madison himself 
would not vote for assumption—he had spoken against it 
vehemently—he would quietly inform other southern con-
gressmen that the fix was in. Pennsylvania was compensated 
by the provision that, until the permanent capital was ready 
for occupancy, Philadelphia would have the honor. (Many 
Pennsylvanians believed that “Federal City” would never 
exist—the chosen site was hotter and more humid than 
 Philadelphia and much of it was malarial marsh.)

A National Bank
Hamilton had been an ardent patriot during the Revolution. 
He was also, however, a lifelong Anglophile. He admired 
 British institutions including the monarchy and, even more, 
the Bank of England. Almost unique in Europe, it was a pow-
erful central bank that handled the Crown’s revenues, issued 
paper money, acted as a watchdog on other banks, and—for 
the asking—loaned the government whatever money it 
needed at interest rates far lower than other European gov-
ernments had to pay. 

The Bank of England’s financial services to the Crown 
increased Britain’s military power to far beyond what the 
nation’s modest size warranted. For a century, Great Brit-
ain, with a population a fraction of the population of 
France and a much more modest agricultural base, fought 
the vaunted armies of France as an equal. Loans from the 
Bank of  England paid for Prussia’s pinning down France’s 
armies in Europe during the French and Indian War and 
paid for the Hessian mercenaries during the Revolution. 
The Crown and the Bank of England had a mutually satis-
factory relationship.

Hamilton envisioned a powerful United States based on 
a similar symbiosis. In 1791, he proposed that Congress 
charter, for twenty years, a Bank of the United States (BUS) 
patterned on the Bank of England. While it would be the re-
pository of all the government’s money, it was a private in-
stitution, financed by private investors. The president would 
name five of the bank’s directors; twenty were to be elected 
by shareholders, men of Hamilton’s monied classes again. 

Hamilton pushed the bank through Congress without Jef-
ferson’s help. Indeed, Jefferson urged Washington to veto the 
bill. He argued that, in chartering the BUS, Congress had ex-
ceeded the powers granted it by the Constitution. Nothing in 
the document gave Congress and the president the authority 
to create such an institution.

Washington had presided at the Constitutional conven-
tion where, indeed, nothing had been said about national 
banks. He found Jefferson’s reasoning convincing. But 
 Hamilton won the day. The point, he argued in his response 
to  Jefferson’s argument, was that nothing in the Constitution 
prohibited Congress from chartering a national bank. The 
BUS, he said, was justified under Article I, Section 8, which 
authorized Congress “to make all laws which shall be neces-
sary and proper for carrying into execution,” among other 
things, the regulation of commerce, and to “provide for . . . 
the general welfare.” Which, to Hamilton, the bank would do 
by using its powers to maintain a dependable currency ben-
eficial to all. Washington was uneasy; neither argument had 
swept the board. But he signed the bank bill.

In the bank debate, Jefferson and Hamilton formulated 
fundamentally different theories of what the Constitution 
permitted the federal government to do and what it for-
bade. Hamilton’s “broad construction” of the Constitution 
 permitted Congress to legislate on any matter that was not 
specifically prohibited by the Constitution. Jefferson’s “strict 
construction” held that if the Constitution did not clearly 
spell out a governmental power, Congress and the president 

The First Bank of the United States in Philadelphia. Imposing in size, 
its classical design, was then avant-garde and deliberate. Size conveyed 
power and reliability. The classical facade hearkened to the republics of 
antiquity, with which Americans liked to identify
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could not exercise it. Which interpretation prevailed would 
depend on the political party in power at a given time and 
the rulings of the Supreme Court.

Hamilton Rebuffed
The BUS was Hamilton’s last victory. Congress rejected the 
fourth pillar of his fi nancial edifi ce, the protective tariff he 
called for in his “Report on Manufactures” in December 1791. 
Hamilton observed that the United States was blessed with a 
rich agricultural base and a fl ourishing mercantile economy. 
(There were as many American merchantmen as British en-
gaged in overseas trade.) 

However, Hamilton continued, the country imported al-
most all its manufactured goods, mostly from Great Britain, 
draining money abroad. In order to encourage American in-
vestors to put their money into manufacturing, the govern-
ment had to protect infant industries from competition with 
British manufacturers who, in their established position, 
would easily undersell American competitors, and therefore, 
destroy them. A substantial import duty on, for example, 
British cloth, shoes, and iron products, would increase their 
selling price in the United States to a level with which Ameri-
can textile mills, shoe, and iron mills could compete.

Consumers—all farmers!—opposed Hamilton’s protec-
tive tariff. They were not interested in paying higher prices 
for goods they needed in order to subsidize manufacturers. 
Southern planters led the opposition. They purchased shoes 
and cloth for their gangs of slaves, not a pair and a yard at a 
time, but in large quantities. Raising the retail price of textiles 
and shoes by 40 or 50 percent (or more!) to benefit would-be 
mill owners in New England was unacceptable. 

Family farmers in the middle colonies, who grew grain and 
raised livestock for export without slaves, were concerned 
that Britain and France would retaliate against high Ameri-
can import duties by excluding their products from lucrative 
markets in the West Indies. Even some New England mer-
chants, staunch Hamiltonians in other matters, disliked the 
protective tariff. Their business was transporting goods; the 
more cargos that needed moving about the better. Already 
British mercantilist laws restricted their activities within the 
empire. They could not afford to have their own government 
shutting down yet more trade.

Hamilton’s plan to promote manufacturing in the United 
States may have been his most far-sighted program. And, 
because the big loser if America manufactured its own 
goods would be Great Britain, it gave the lie to accusations, 
beginning to be heard in 1792 and encouraged by Thomas 
 Jefferson, that Hamilton was a stooge for the British, little 
more than an agent. This was too much opposition, even for 
Hamilton. Import duties remained low; they provided rev-
enue, but no protection for manufacturers.

TROUBLES ABROAD
By 1792, Hamilton’s and Jefferson’s differences on policy had 
turned into an ugly personal animosity. Even in their letters 
to Washington begging him to agree to a second term—

 Washington seriously considered retirement—they sniped 
at one another. Jefferson wanted to resign from the cabinet. 
In part, he vacillated his entire life between intense politi-
cal ambition and a longing to retire to his beloved home, 
 Monticello, in the Virginia foothills.  In part, except for the 
tariff, he wanted out because he had lost every contest for 
Washington’s approval to Hamilton.

Washington was aware of the fact that his and Hamilton’s 
ambitions for the United States did not accord with Jeffer-
son’s. However, his appreciation of Jefferson’s talents was 
genuine; he never closed his ears to the secretary of state. 
In 1792 (when Washington was unanimously reelected), 
he persuaded Jefferson to remain at his post. In 1793, after 
foreign policy further divided and embittered Jefferson and 
Hamilton, on the last day of the year, Jefferson resigned and 
went home.

The French Revolution
In 1789, the year of Washington’s fi rst inauguration, France 
exploded in revolution. Just about every American rejoiced. 
Had not the Declaration of Independence spoken of the in-
alienable rights of all people? Was not Lafayette one of the 
leaders of the movement to expand the liberties of the French 
people on the American model? Lafayette sent Washington 
the key to the Bastille, a royal prison that, in the fi rst act of 
the Revolution, a Parisian mob had stormed. Washington 
did not much like mobs. Nevertheless, he prized the gift and 
displayed it prominently in his home. It became fashionable 
among Americans to festoon their hats with cockades of red, 
white, and blue ribbon—the badge of the revolutionaries.

Aside from Lafayette and a few others, the French revo-
lutionaries were not imitating the Americans of 1776. The 
Revolution moved rapidly beyond a demand for liberty to 
the ideals of social equality and fraternity. Conservatives like 
Washington and Hamilton recoiled at the thought of wip-
ing out social distinctions. As for fraternity, it soon came to 
mean more than national brotherhood. The idea of the na-
tion as a morally bound community became a rationale for 
ensuring that no one disagreed with, or merely displeased, 
the national brotherhood’s guardians.

Moderates like Lafayette, who had envisioned a liberal, 
democratic constitutional monarchy, were undercut on one 
side by the resistance of most of the nobility to any change 
and King Louis XVI’s clumsy scheming with foreign pow-
ers to restore him to power. On the other side, they were 
sabotaged by radicals who proclaimed France a republic, 
imprisoned Louis XVI, and, in January 1793, beheaded him. 
During the “Reign of Terror” that followed, radicals known 
as Jacobins guillotined thousands of nobles, their political 
rivals, and even ordinary people who ran afoul of a low-
level Jacobin bully. The virtual dictator of France during the 
Terror, Maximilien Robespierre, tried to purify the country 
by wiping out religion—in France, Roman Catholicism. He 
converted Paris’s cathedral of Notre Dame into a “Temple of 
Reason” where paunchy politicians and actresses performed 
contrived rituals that struck some as blasphemous, others as 
ridiculous.



Despite the bloodshed and horrors, many Americans 
 remained avid pro-French “Francomen.” William Cobbett, 
an Englishman then living in the United States, observed 

with distaste that crowds in the streets guillotined dummies 
of Louis XVI “twenty or thirty times every day during one 
whole winter and part of the summer.” 

Just about every American with political interests greeted the early stages of the French Revolution with joy—even conservatives like Washington, 
Hamilton, and Timothy Pickering, later the most ultra of ultra-Federalists. The French, as Americans had done, were establishing a constitutional 
government of the people. As the Revolution turned violent with mass murders of nobles and then the king (shown here), and finally revolutionaries 
who disagreed with those in power, more and more Americans, both prominent and ordinary, grew disillusioned.
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Jefferson, Adams, and France
When it came to France, Jefferson was 
blind (perhaps, in part, because he was 
a gourmet and seduced by la cuisine). In 
Paris for six years during the 1780s, he 
hobnobbed happily with aristocrats; he 
had an artist paint his portrait as a French 
noble. Back home in 1789, he zealously 
supported the French Revolution. Almost 
everyone did in 1789. But Jefferson never 
faltered in his enthusiasm through all the 
crimes committed in the name of “liberty, 
equality, and fraternity,” including the 
murders of several of his friends.

Jefferson was consistently wrong on 
the subject. In 1789, just months before 
the revolutionary spiral of violence began, 
he predicted that France “will within two 
or three years be in the enjoiment of a 
tolerable free constitution and without 
its having cost them a drop of blood.” In 
1792, with the French slaughtering one 
another wholesale, Jefferson discounted 
the news of mass executions; they were 
exaggerated if not entirely false, he 
insisted with no grounds for thinking so 
except faith. When denial was no longer 
possible, he wrote that rather than see the 

revolution fail, “I would rather have seen 
half the earth desolated, were there but 
an Adam and Eve left in every country, and 
left free, it would be better than it is now.” 
Which was pretty much how Robespierre 
justified the Reign of Terror.

John Adams was almost alone among 
American political leaders in being skeptical 
of the French Revolution from the start. 
Even before the start, in 1787, he told 
Jefferson that any revolution in France 
would be taken over by irresponsible 
fanatics and would lead to “confusion 
and carnage.” 
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Citizen Genêt
Well before the Terror, conservatives like Washington, 
 Hamilton, and John Adams were dismayed by the direction 
the French were taking. Worse, France’s declaration of war 
on Great Britain early in 1793 presented them with a touchy 
diplomatic problem. The United States had a mutual assis-
tance treaty with France which the French government called 
on Washington to honor by going to war with Britain. 

Luckily, there were two loopholes through which 
 Washington immediately scrambled. The 1778 treaty obli-
gated the United States to join France in a war against Great 

 Britain only when Britain was the aggressor, which was 
clearly not the case in 1793.  Moreover, the trusty  Hamilton 
argued, the treaty had been contracted with the French mon-
archy which—to put it delicately—no longer existed. (Louis 
XVI was executed ten days before France declared war.) 
 Washington announced that the United States would be neu-
tral, “impartial toward the belligerent powers.” 

Then, in April 1793, a new French minister, Edmond 
Genêt, arrived in Charleston. Genêt was young (30), brilliant 
(he spoke seven languages), and as subtle as fireworks. Within 
days of stepping ashore, he began commissioning Americans 

Turning Forests into Farms

Before the rectangular survey opened the Northwest 
 Territory to settlement, the frontier was in western 
 Pennsylvania (where the Whiskey Rebellion erupted in 
1794). By the 1790s, there were few Indian problems in the 
region. The tribes that had dwelled there had been pushed 
west or had relocated there in disgust. During the 1790s, 
the northern frontier moved to Ohio where the experi-
ence of pioneering in the hardwood and conifer forests 
was much the same as it had been in Pennsylvania, except 
with plenty of conflict with Indians.

The first settlers tried to arrive in April. Winter’s snow 
had melted, but the trees were just beginning to leaf. The 
pioneers’ first job was to kill the hardwoods Indian style—
by girdling their trunks—and to build cabins so as to have 
shelter by mid-May when a crop of corn, beans, and squash 
could be planted. Pines, spruce, and firs–softwoods with 
long, straight trunks—were felled for the logs with which 
cabins and barns were built. Crops were planted among 
the dead hardwoods. Only later—sometimes years—were 
they felled. Frontier “fields” were far from pretty, but the 
virgin soil was rich. Even the first year, farmers harvested 
40 to 50 bushels of corn, wheat, or rye per acre.

A log cabin could be built with just one tool, an axe, and 
little skill—just the muscle power to move the logs into po-
sition. If a man owned an adze, he hewed (squared) the logs 
on two sides for a tighter fit when they were stacked, but 
that could also be done awkwardly with an axe. The ends of 
each log were notched so that, by locking them perpendicu-
larly, it was possible to construct walls without uprights. The 
only task of cabin building requiring more than a man’s and 
woman’s labor was raising the roof beam. For this, neighbors 
were summoned and entertained as thanks for their help. 
Even the author of an article in the Columbian magazine in 
1786, who described the pioneers as the dregs of society, ad-
mired the fact that roofs were raised “without any other pay 
than the pleasures which usually attend a country frolic.” 

Log cabins were tight, strong buildings. The walls, 
chinked with moss and mud, provided better insulation 
from cold and heat than clapboards sawn at a mill did. 

The logs were plenty of protection from arrowhead, mus-
ket ball, and even fire. To burn a log cabin, it was necessary 
to ignite the shingled or thatched roof. 

A yoke of oxen (a pair), maybe a few horses, perhaps a 
milk cow, were usually hobbled the first year, not fenced. 
Fences came later. The animals’ forelegs were bound loosely 
enough that they could walk, but too tightly for them to 
run away. Hogs, the chief source of meat, were cheap and 
more than a match for any predator. They ran loose in the 
woods and were hunted rather than rounded up for slaugh-
ter in October. Salt was a necessity—the pork was heavily 
salted in barrels to preserve it—and often difficult to obtain. 
Thus, the priority given to finding a deer’s salt lick. Deer 
were abundant at first. Fresh venison supplemented the salt 
pork and beef from worn-out milk cows and oxen. Meat 
shortages were less of a problem on the frontier than keep-
ing deer and domestic animals out of the fields and garden.

For this, during the winter or second spring, the pioneers 
built zigzag fences. Logs split into rails—again, only an axe 
and self-made wooden wedges were needed—were stacked 
alternately, at angles a little more than 90°—zigzag. No 
postholes needed digging. They were not very good fences. 
Deer could leap them, of course, and the largest hogs could 
push them over. But they were a first line of defense.

According to the Columbian, “the first settler in the 
woods” rarely stayed more than a year or two. He was “gen-
erally a man who has outlived his credit of fortune in the 
cultivated parts of the State.” Not a very good citizen, he 
was an anarchic, irreligious, and hard-drinking individual 
who “cannot bear to surrender up a single natural right for 
all the benefits of government.” (The Whiskey Rebellion 
again!) Soon restless, he sold out to a newcomer who im-
proved the farm, felling and burning the dead hardwoods 
and adding to the cabin. The people of the second wave of 
settlement, often enough, were in the business of turning 
a profit by improving the land and selling it. Only the “the 
third and last species of settler,” a solid citizen whose habits 
were a relief to the author of the article, was “commonly a 
man of property and good character.”

How They Lived



as French privateers, sending them to sea to seize British 
ships. The raiders soon brought eighty British “prizes” into 
American ports where “ Citizen Genêt” presided over prize 
courts and awarded a share of the loot to the captors. This 
was all standard procedure except that the United States was 
a proclaimed neutral and Genêt was commissioning priva-
teers, an act of war. Indeed, in his numerous speeches, Genêt 
spoke as if he were the governor of a French colony.

By the time the minister called on the president,  Washington 
was livid. He received the minister coldly, commanding him 
to cease commissioning privateers and bringing captured 
British vessels into American ports. Genêt bowed, retired, 
and almost immediately commissioned a captured British 
vessel, the Little Sarah, as a privateer. Washington ordered 
him to return to France.

This was not good news. Back in France, Genêt’s party had 
been ousted from power and the Reign of Terror was in full 
swing. Going home meant a rendezvous with Madame la 
Guillotine. Suddenly abject, Genêt apologized to  Washington 
and requested political asylum. The president granted it. 
Genêt married into the wealthy Clinton family of New York 
and lived a long, quiet life as a country gentleman.

British Provocations
Now it was Britain’s turn to test Washington’s determina-
tion to stay out of the war. The British proclaimed that they 
would fi ght the war with France at sea under the Rule of 
1756. This policy, defi ned during the French and Indian War, 
stated that ships of neutral countries could not trade in ports 
from which they had been excluded before the war.

The proclamation was aimed at American merchants who 
were carrying grain and livestock to the French West Indies—
Martinique, Guadeloupe, and Haiti. These colonies had been 
closed to American trade before 1793 but thrown open when 

the war started. American merchants did not want to give up 
the newfound business. It was immensely profitable.

The British did not want war with the United States, but 
they were concerned about more than the ability of French 
sugar planters to feed their slaves. Concerned about the 
 vitality of the American merchant marine, they feared that, 
after the war, they would have lost much of the West Indies 
business to upstart Yankees. They rigorously enforced the 
Rule of 1756. In 1793 and 1794, British warships and pri-
vateers seized 600 American vessels, half of them in West 
Indian waters.

The seagoing merchants of Philadelphia, New York, and 
Boston protested, but few demanded war. Most traders in the 
Indies got through; profits exceeded losses. The complaints 
of common seamen were more bellicose. When the ships on 
which they were sailing were seized, they were, at best, in-
terned by the British for months, losing income. Some were 
impressed into the Royal Navy. 

Impressment was a British practice made necessary by 
the vast numbers of men the Royal Navy needed to sail its 
warships. To make up for the constant shortage of crewmen, 
naval commanders were authorized to replace sailors who 
died or deserted by forcing—pressing—able-bodied British 
subjects into service. If a warship needing men was in port, 
press-gangs roamed the streets collaring young men who 
looked like seamen or, there being none of them, young men 
who were “idle,” without employment. At sea, short-handed 
warships hailed merchant vessels flying the Union Jack to 
heave to—the proverbial shot across the bow—whence press-
gangs boarded them and took their pick of the crew. 

The United States became involved in impressment be-
cause British seamen also boarded American vessels and 
seized sailors whom they identified—by their seamen’s pa-
pers or accents—as British-born. The rub was that many of 
the British-born seamen on American ships had taken out 
American citizenship. But British law did not recognize nat-
uralization; if a man was born in Great Britain, he was British 
for life. And then, mistakes were made. Some American-born 
seamen were forced into the Royal Navy.

Pro-French Americans set up a clamor: protest meetings, 
torchlight parades, and vituperative attacks in newspapers on 
the president’s forbearing neutrality policy, although not yet 
on the president himself. Thomas Jefferson, living in retire-
ment in Virginia, was himself silent. In confidential letters, 
however, he egged on political allies like James Madison and 
newspaper editors like the intemperate Philip Freneau. The 
nation’s honor was being insulted, they said, and Washington 
did nothing.

Jay’s Treaty 
By April 1794, war fever was so heated that, in a last ditch 
effort to cool it down, Washington rushed Chief Justice John 
Jay across the Atlantic to appeal to the British for a settle-
ment. Just sending Jay to beg (as the Anglophobes saw it) 
further agitated the fury. When the news trickled back that 
Jay was gaily hobnobbing in London society and had kissed 
the queen’s hand, the anti-administration press had a fi eld 
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Citizens
In Revolutionary France, it was illegal to address a person 
using a form that smacked of social inequality.  Titles of 
nobility were forbidden, of course, but also Madame and 
Monsieur, terms that had been reserved for ladies and 
gentlemen. Everyone was Citoyen or Citoyenne, “Citizen” 
and “Citizeness.”  When France’s minister in the United 
States called himself Citizen Genêt, pro-French Jeffersonians 
adopted the practice, addressing one another as “Citizen.”
(The Russian revolutionaries of 1917 did much the same 
thing when they replaced traditional forms of address with 
Tovarich, or “Comrade.”)

In the United States, the problem of according people 
social status when addressing them was resolved differently.  
Instead of abolishing honorifics, American society upgraded 
everybody to “Mr.” and “Mrs.,” which previously had been 
inappropriate to people at the low end of the social scale. 
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day. Many opposition newspapers reprinted this anony-
mous ditty:

May it please your highness, I John Jay
Have traveled all this mighty way,
To enquire if you, good Lord will please
To suffer me while on my knees,
To show all others, I surpass,
In love, by kissing of your ___. 

The British wanted peace too. They agreed to compensate 
Americans whose ships had been seized in the West Indies 
and opened some trade in India to Americans from which, 
previously, they had been excluded. Finally, the British agreed 
to evacuate the western forts they should have surrendered to 
the United States in 1783. This was not as meaningless a con-
cession as it may sound. The British had retained the forts 
because the Americans had not, as promised, paid money 
owed to British subjects.

Nothing was said of impressment, the most emotional 
point of conflict, nor about British aid to Indians who were 
warring against settlers in the Northwest Territory, nor about 
slaves who had escaped to Canada. All were matters that had 
aroused anti-British feelings in the West.

Jay was less than delighted with his treaty. It was the best 
he could do, he said, from his weak position. Washington was 
unhappier yet. He had hoped to placate the anti-British west-
erners. Washington seriously considered trashing Jay’s Treaty 
himself. He kept its terms secret for a week. But the demands 
to see it increased and Washington concluded that the only 
alternative to ratifying the agreement was war with Britain. 

As expected, the publication of Jay’s Treaty set off an up-
roar. To westerners and southerners and other Anglophobes 
hot to fight Great Britain, the only beneficiaries of the treaty 
were the selfsame northeastern commercial interests that had 
reaped the rewards of Hamilton’s financial program at their 
expense.  The attacks on Jay were so violent—“Damn John 
Jay! Damn everyone that won’t put lights in his windows and 
sit up all night damning John Jay!”—that the New Yorker 
 resigned from the Supreme Court and retired to private life.

Political Parties
The furor over Jay’s Treaty exhibited the fi rst signs that two 
political parties were beginning to organize in the United 
States. Newspapers calling themselves “Republicans” roundly 
attacked the “Federalist” administration and, for the fi rst time, 
attacked Washington personally for his policies. The two par-
ties had, in fact, been in the cards since  Hamilton and  Jefferson 
clashed in 1790 and 1791.  Nationalists like  Hamilton, social 
conservatives, committed to clear-cut social inequalities as 
essential to stability and horrifi ed by the French Revolution 
(men like John Adams, Jay, and  Gouverneur Morris), and 
mercantile and fi nancial interests recognized, gradually, that 
they were agreed on a broad range of policies the  Washington 
administration was pursuing. By 1794, most were calling 
themselves Federalists. They were strongest in the northeast-
ern states, but many southerners were  Federalists too, nota-
bly the Pinckneys of South  Carolina and, not notably at the 

time, a young  Virginia lawyer, John  Marshall. A majority of 
southern planters, small farmers in every section, ideological 
Democrats, and those who were still enthused by the French 
Revolution called themselves Republicans. Quietly—in his 
innumerable letters—then, in 1796, openly, Thomas  Jefferson 
assumed leadership of the party.

Neither the early Federalists nor the early Jefferson 
 Republicans believed they were creating permanent institu-
tions. Both sides continued to pay lip service to the ideal of a 
government without organized parties. But there was a multi-
faceted crisis—each party regarded the other as  dangerous—
that called for mobilization and political cooperation.

Pinckney’s Treaty
Indirectly—although few Republicans admitted it—Jay’s 
Treaty led to major benefi ts for westerners. Spain was negoti-
ating a peace treaty with France. However, Spanish diplomats 
feared that when Spain left the anti-French camp, the British 
would retaliate, in league with the Americans with whom, in 
Jay’s Treaty, they had reconciled, and seize Spanish Louisiana. 
The sprawling colony was poorly defended. Except around 

MAP 11:1 The Federalist Treaties. Great Britain reneged on 
its agreement to turn over seven frontier forts to the United 
States. Because American acquisition of the forts was the 
only significant British concession in Jay’s Treaty, Thomas 
Jefferson’s followers denounced it as humiliating. Pinckney’s 
Treaty with Spain, by way of contrast, was popular. War was 
averted when Spain surrendered its claims to what are now the 
states of Mississippi and Alabama (except the Gulf Coast).



New Orleans, it was hardly populated. Louisiana would fall 
easily to a combined attack of Americans by land and the 
British by sea. 

Spanish anxieties were not far-fetched. Some Kentuckians 
had—unauthorized—begun to prepare an attack on New 
Orleans on their own.

In order to head off the loss of Louisiana, Spanish diplo-
mats reversed a decade of trying to close the Mississippi to 
American trade. Out of the blue, they offered the American 
minister in Spain, Thomas Pinckney (whom they had recently 
threatened with expulsion) to open the Mississippi River to 
American navigation and to grant Americans the “right of 
deposit” in New Orleans. That is, Americans were given the 
privilege of storing and selling their exports (mostly food-
stuffs and timber from the Northwest) in the great port.

The Treaty of San Lorenzo (or Pinckney’s Treaty) was a 
major triumph for the Washington administration. If the 
United States had been the weaker party in the Jay Treaty 
negotiations, Spain was the conciliatory party in dealing with 
Pinckney. And the 100,000 Americans living in Kentucky, 

Tennessee, and the Northwest Territory—most of them 
 Jefferson Republicans—had reason to calm down.

THE TUMULTUOUS NORTHWEST
Washington had already appealed to westerners for support 
by crushing the military power of the Indians in the North-
west Territory. It had not been easy. The tribes living in Ohio 
and Indiana—Shawnee, Miami, Potawatomi, Ojibwas, even 
Iroquois refugees after the disintegration of the Confederacy 
and defeats during the Revolution—were numerous, well 
 organized, armed by the British in Canada, and determined 
to hold the line against white expansion.

The Dark and Bloody Ground
The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 had stated that “the ut-
most good faith shall always be observed towards the In-
dians; their lands and property shall never be taken from 
them without their Consent; and in their property, rights 
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and  liberty they shall never be invaded or disturbed.” The 
frontiersmen who were moving into the Territory (and Ken-
tucky and Tennessee) did not read such fi ne sentiments and 
laughed at them if they did. They were tough, rugged people; 
if cultured Easterners who observed them are to be allowed 
to describe them, they were “depraved.” “Like dogs and bears, 
they use their teeth and feet, with the most savage ferocity, 
upon one another.”

They used their rifles on Indians who got in their way. War, 
in the form of skirmishes, was pretty much constant. Both 
Indians and whites were responsible for massacres. Privately, 
Washington blamed the whites. Nothing but “a Chinese Wall 
or a line of troops” could stop their illegal “encroachment” 
on Indian lands, he said. However, when the tribes of the 
region threatened all-out war, he did not hesitate to send 
armies west to battle them. This was to be the story of the 
Indian wars for a century. Frontiersmen hungry for land (or 
gold) started them, not usually a disapproving and even dis-
gusted government. When the Indians retaliated, however, 
the government sent in troops.

Most Americans’ image of Indian wars is set on the Great 
Plains in the late nineteenth century: the Seventh Cavalry 
versus the mounted Sioux, Cheyenne, and Comanche in 
eagle feather war bonnets. In fact, the Indians wars on the 
Great Plains involved far fewer soldiers and Indians than 
the wars in the Northwest Territory during the 1790s, and 
they were far less bloody. George Armstrong Custer’s column 
at the endlessly celebrated battle of the Little Big Horn in 
1876 numbered 265 men. In Ohio in 1794, General Anthony 
Wayne commanded an army ten times that number. Deaths 
in Kentucky were so numerous that both Indians and whites 
called Kentucky “the dark and bloody ground.”

In 1790, Washington sent General Josiah Harmer to sub-
due the Miamis and Shawnees who, under the command of 
Little Turtle, were harassing white settlers. Poorly supplied, 
wracked by dysentery and malaria, and handicapped by 
unfamiliarity with the country, Harmer and his men were 
decimated near the site of present-day Fort Wayne, Indiana. 
The next year, a better-prepared expedition under Arthur St. 
Clair met the same fate; 600 militiamen were killed. 

The Whiskey Rebellion began with assaults on federal tax collectors like this man, stripped, tarred, and feathered. Washington tried 
to calm the rebels by promising a reduction in the tax on whiskey. They resisted, forcing the president to mobilize an armed force. 
Washington, perhaps just to insult the rebels, commuted the death sentences handed out to a few leaders on the grounds that they were 
mental defectives.
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Washington blamed both defeats on the fact that the sol-
diers were militiamen, for whom he never had a good word. 
In 1794, he gave General Anthony “Mad Anthony” Wayne 
command of troops from the regular army. Wayne defeated 
Indians from several tribes at the Battle of Fallen Timbers 
near present-day Toledo. (The fallen trees on the battlefield 
had been leveled by a tornado.) In the Treaty of Greenville 
that followed, the battered tribes ceded the southern half of 
Ohio and a sliver of Indiana to the United States. Another line 
was drawn—until the southern half of Ohio was populated.

The Whiskey Rebellion
The men and women of the frontier were heavy drinkers. They 
launched their days with an “eye-opener” or “fl em- cutter”: 
raw, homemade whiskey. A jug sat on shop counters like a dish 
of mints today; general stores doubled as saloons. Western-
ers swigged whiskey like wine with their meals and like water 
when they worked. Preachers refreshed themselves with “the 
creature” during their sermons. William Henry  Harrison, ap-
pointed governor of Indiana Territory in 1800, said that he 
“saw more drunk men in forty-eight hours succeeding my 
arrival in Cincinnati than I had in my previous life.”

Endemic illness explains some of the drinking. Frontier 
settlers suffered chronically from the alternating chills and fe-
vers of malaria. (They called it the “ague”.) The medicine for 
which they reached was alcohol. Isolation contributed. Travel-
ers in the Ohio valley invariably described conversations with 
men, and especially women, who commented mournfully on 
the lack of company. Whiskey was a companion.

Finally, whiskey was cheap. The corn and rye from which 
it was made were easy to grow. The technology was simple: 
ferment a mash of grain and water; boil it in an enclosed 
“kettle”; condense the steam that escaped and, presto, white 
lightning. (Alcohol vaporizes at a lower temperature than 
water requires.) Fuel was free: the wood from endless land 
clearing that had to be burned anyway. Many family farmers 
kept a small still percolating day and night. And whiskey was 
a cash crop. Before Pinckney’s Treaty opened the Mississippi 
to American trade, the westerners’ only market lay back East, 
by land over the Appalachians. The cost of transporting a 
low-value bulk commodity like grain was prohibitive. A pack 
horse could carry about 200 pounds: 4 bushels of corn. Four 
bushels of corn, in the food-rich United States, sold for pen-
nies. However, a horse could carry the equivalent of 24 bush-
els of grain when it was converted into liquor. A gallon of 
whiskey sold for 25¢, which provided just enough profit to 
make the trek over the mountains plausible. 

In 1791, to augment federal revenues, Hamilton slapped 
an excise tax of 7¢ per gallon on distilled liquor. It was almost 
enough to wipe out the western distillers’ profits. Like Daniel 
Shays’s followers in Massachusetts a few years earlier, farm-
ers in western Pennsylvania kidnapped a federal marshal and 
terrorized tax collectors. When one tax collector summoned 
twelve soldiers to protect his house, 500 rebels attacked and 
burned the man’s barn, stables, and crops, roughed up fed-
eral tax collectors, and rioted. Other mobs destroyed the stills 
of neighbors who had paid the tax.

Conciliatory as ever, Washington tried to negotiate a peace-
ful end to the violence. Hamilton expressed his willingness to 
make “any reasonable alterations” in the tax to make it more 
palatable. But the Whiskey Rebels had been carried away by 
the excitement and a regimen of pro-French rhetoric calling 
for the erection of guillotines. So Washington himself set out 
at the head of 15,000 troops. Just the news an army was on 
the way was enough to scatter the rebels. When the news of 
their dispersal reached Washington, he left the column and 
returned to Philadelphia. Hamilton, whose yen for military 
glory had not been sated by the Revolution, pushed on. He 
was denied a battle but managed to arrest a few rebels who 
were promptly convicted of treason and sentenced to death. 
Washington pardoned them, calling them mental defectives.

In one sense, the suppression of the Whiskey Rebellion was 
a farce. An army as large as the one at Yorktown—and much 
larger than Wayne’s army at Fallen Timbers—was mobilized 
to crush a rebellion it could not find. But the political signifi-
cance of the episode was profound. The Federalist Hamilton 
was delighted to assert the national government’s power to 
enforce order entirely within one state with troops raised in 
other states. The resentment of the western  Pennsylvanians, 
however, ensured that when they got the chance, they would 
vote for the emerging Jefferson Republican party against 
Washington’s and Hamilton’s Federalists. 

THE PRESIDENCY
OF JOHN ADAMS
The Republicans got their chance in 1796 when Washington 
rejected plenty of pleas that he once again stand for reelec-
tion. In retiring (quite happily) after two terms, he not only 
set a precedent that would not be broken for 144 years, he 
also astonished both Americans and Europeans: He was in-
deed a Cincinnatus, voluntarily walking away from power to 
be a farmer. Even George III said that Washington’s act made 
him “the most distinguished of any man living . . . the great-
est character of the age.” (A few years later, when Napoleon 
clung to power at the cost of tens of thousands of lives, he 
dismissed those who urged him to retire with the scornful 
remark: “They wanted me to be another Washington.”)

The Election of 1796 
Because Washington made his retirement offi cial only with 
his Farewell Address of September 1796, the offi cial presi-
dential campaign was the shortest in history. (Twenty-fi rst 
century Americans cannot help but look back at it wistfully.) 
Privately, however, in letters and conversation, politicians 
had been assuming Washington would retire for months and 
their machinations were frenzied. Vice President John Adams 
stood for the Federalists; if he had been the “second best 
man” for eight years, who else? James Madison persuaded 
Thomas Jefferson, after a little foot-dragging, to oppose him. 
Only Jefferson had a chance to defeat a Federalist party in the 
sinister hands of Alexander Hamilton with his pro-British 
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men, got wind of the conspiracy; twenty-two of them voted 
for Adams but not, as they had intended, for Pinckney. The 
result was that Adams won, but just barely. Needing 70 elec-
toral votes to have a majority, Adams won 71. And  Pinckney 
did not finish second. Thanks to South Carolina’s votes, 
Thomas Jefferson won 68 votes. (Pinckney was third with 59.) 
The president and vice president represented the two oppos-
ing parties. Hamilton succeeded in electing a Federalist he 
opposed as president, and a Republican he loathed as vice 
president. 

“His Rotundity”
After 200 years, it is easy to admire John Adams. When he 
was dispassionate, he was a moderate man who acted accord-
ing to admirable principles. He could be humorous. (Neither 
George Washington nor Jefferson had a sense of humor.) 
When scandalmongers said absurdly that Adams sent Charles 
Cotesworth Pinckney to London to procure four loose women 
for his and Adams’s pleasure, he responded, “I do declare 
upon my honor, General Pinckney has cheated me out of my 
two.” His relationship with his wife, Abigail, was unique. He 
 discussed public issues with her in detail, sought her advice, 
and often took it. “The President would not dare to make a 
nomination without her approbation,” an opponent said. 

Benjamin Franklin said that Adams was “always honest 
and often great.” He then added, however, that Adams was 
“sometimes mad.” Neurotically insecure, Adams was peevish 
even when his actions were constructively criticized. He had 
a raging temper that was quick to erupt, and it incinerated his 
judgment. All work and duty, he was socially inept. A friend 
commented, “he cannot dance, drink, game, flatter, promise, 
dress, swear with the gentlemen . . . or flirt with the ladies.” 

Adams’s pomposity was laughable. Wits poked fun at his 
short, dumpy physique, a sharp contrast to Washington’s 
height and military bearing by calling him “His Rotundity.” 
Rather than ignore it or laugh it off, Adams reacted as if the 
dignity of the presidency had been attacked. He isolated him-
self, even from well-wishers. He spent less time in the capital 
than any other president. For four years, he was one day in 
four at his home in Quincy, Massachusetts. Washington was 
absent from his post only one day in eight.

Still, Adams’s presidency might have gone better had it not 
been for James Madison’s political partisanship and astuteness. 
Adams and Jefferson had once been close personal friends. Just 
before they were inaugurated, Adams told  Jefferson that he 
hoped they could be reconciled and put the interests of good 
government above their political differences.  Jefferson wrote 
a reply in which he went even farther in pledging Adams his 
cooperation and support. However, he showed the letter to 
Madison, who was horrified. He pointed out that the first 
time Jefferson openly differed from Adams on an issue, as was 
inevitable given their philosophical differences, Adams would 
publish Jefferson’s letter and embarrass, if not discredit him. 
Jefferson got the point and did not send the letter. 

Adams did himself in finally by retaining Washington’s 
final cabinet intact. Two secretaries were incompetent. They 
reported the confidential proceedings of cabinet meetings 

The Vice Presidency: Not a Crime
The vice president’s only constitutional functions are to 
preside over the Senate (casting the deciding vote when 
there is a tie) and to step in if the president dies, resigns, or 
is removed from office. 

John Adams called the vice presidency “the most insignificant 
office that ever the invention of man contrived.” John Nance 
Garner, vice president between 1933 and 1941, said the job 
wasn’t “worth a pitcher of warm spit.” (Some insist that the 
profane old codger said that the pitcher was filled with “warm 
piss.”) Finley Peter Dunne, who wrote a popular newspaper 
column in Irish-American dialect at the turn of the twentieth 
century, summed it up as: “Th’ prisidincy is th’ highest office in 
th’ gift iv th’ people. Th’ vice-presidincy is th’ next highest an’ 
the lowest. It isn’t a crime exactly. Ye can’t be sint to jail f’r it, 
but it’s a kind iv a disgrace.”

Indeed, the vice presidency ceased to be an honor after the 
adoption of the Twelfth Amendment to the Constitution in 1804. 
Before 1804, the runner-up in the presidential election—the 
country’s “second best man”—became vice president. But the 
Twelfth Amendment called for nominations specifically for the 
vice presidency. Parties selected them not for the nominees’ 
abilities but because they were from states (or regions) where 
the presidential nominee needed help winning electoral votes. 
Political parties preferred mediocrity in the vice presidency 
so that vice presidents did not compete for prestige with the 
president. 

foreign policy, his anti-democratic sympathies, his banker 
and speculator friends, and his resolve to increase the power 
of the federal government at the expense of the states. In fact, 
Adams was not Hamilton’s stooge. Neither man trusted the 
other, but Madison and Jefferson could talk themselves into 
a kind of political hysteria.

The Republicans’ chief second candidate—there were still 
no nominations for vice president—was Aaron Burr of New 
York, Hamilton’s chief rival in the state. The Federalists’s sec-
ond-best man was Thomas Pinckney of South Carolina. And 
his name prompted Hamilton into one of the devious under-
the-table schemes for which he had a tragic weakness. Qui-
etly, but not quite secretly, Hamilton tried to put  Pinckney 
rather than Adams into the presidential chair. Pinckney, 
Hamilton believed, would listen to him as the vain and sus-
picious Adams was unlikely to do. Hamilton believed that he 
would easily be persuaded to carry out Hamilton’s wishes.

Hamilton’s scheme involved persuading South Carolina’s 
eight electors to cast one vote for Pinckney but to “throw 
away” their second vote on someone other than Adams. This 
might indeed have made Pinckney a surprise victor except 
for two developments Hamilton did not anticipate. (Most of 
his devious schemes went awry.) All eight South Carolinians 
did Hamilton’s bidding. However, all eight gave their second 
votes not to throwaway candidates but to Thomas  Jefferson. 
In the meantime, New England Federalist electors, all Adams 



to Hamilton and, when told to do so, actively obstructed 
 Adams’s policies. Adams never had more than half of the 
Federalist Party behind him, and he did not discover his cab-
inet problems for several years.

War Scare with France
Like Washington, Adams faced the threat of war, but with 
France rather than Britain. Worried by the Anglo-American 
rapprochement Jay’s Treaty seemed to mean, the French gov-
ernment ordered its navy and privateers to regard American 
ships as fair game. Even before Adams was inaugurated in 
March 1797, they had seized 300 American vessels. More-
over, the French defi ned American sailors captured off 
 British ships (many of whom had been pressed involun-
tarily into the Royal Navy) as pirates who could legally be 
hanged. The American minister in Paris, Charles Cotesworth 
 Pinckney, was threatened with arrest. The French minister in 

the United States, Pierre Adet, railed against Adams almost as 
intemperately as Genêt had assailed Washington.

Hamilton’s “High Federalists,” who had shrugged off 
 British seizures of American ships, demanded war with 
France.  Determined to keep the peace, Adams dispatched John 
 Marshall of Virginia and Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts to 
join Pinckney in Paris to negotiate an end to the “quasi-war.”

They were shunned for weeks, a calculated insult by the 
French foreign minister, the charming but deceitful and cor-
rupt Charles Maurice de Talleyrand. Finally, Talleyrand sent 
word through three aides, identified in the Americans’ code 
as X, Y, and Z, that he would speak with Pinckney,  Marshall, 
and Gerry if they made a personal gift to Talleyrand of 
$250,000 and agreed in advance of negotiations to lend 
France $12 million.

Bribes were routine in diplomacy, but the sum Talleyrand 
demanded was excessive and the tempers of the Americans 
had worn thin from waiting. “Not a sixpence,” Pinckney 
snapped to X, Y, and Z. In the United States, Pinckney’s reply 
was dressed up (and converted into American currency) as 
“millions for defense but not one cent for tribute.”

The High Federalists were delighted. Hamilton pressured 
Adams to create an army of 10,000 men to be commanded 
by the national hero, George Washington. Aged as he was, 
 Washington agreed to the commission, but only if Adams 
named Hamilton as second in command. With good reason, 
Adams resisted. It offended his principles that Washington, a 
private citizen, should, in effect, issue an order to the presi-
dent. It would demoralize the officer corps to jump Hamilton, 
a former colonel, over a raft of Revolutionary War gener-
als. And Adams, quite as deeply as Jefferson and Madison, 
believed that Hamilton, with an army, was quite capable of 
a military coup. Unhappily, with the whole business public 
knowledge, Adams felt he had no choice but to agree. No one, 
not even the president, rejected George Washington. Adams 
was apt to think himself humiliated when he was not. In the 
affair of the army, the humiliation was total. 

Adams was more comfortable with the navy. Sea power 
posed no threat to civil government; a people cannot be sub-
dued by ships. Moreover, while it was difficult to say where 
France and America might battle on land, an undeclared war 
already raged madly on the seas. Adams and Congress autho-
rized the construction of forty frigates and lesser warships, a 
huge jump from the three vessels the president had inherited 
from Washington.

The Alien and Sedition Acts
The Jefferson Republicans, many still pro-France despite 
its corruption and dictatorial government, loudly opposed 
preparations for war. As always, the furtive Jefferson—he was 
as fond of covert operations as Hamilton—was silent. On 
his instructions, however, his catspaws, both politicians and 
journalists, attacked the army and heaped abuse on Adams. 
The Federalist Congress responded to the criticism with a 
series of laws called the Alien and Sedition Acts.

The first Alien Act extended the period of residence re-
quired for American citizenship from five to fourteen years. 

President John Adams was richly talented, able, and principled but (in 
Benjamin Franklin’s words) “sometimes mad.” He was as intelligent 
as any of his contemporaries. His personal integrity was equal to 
Washington’s and far superior to Jefferson’s and Hamilton’s. He was 
often good-humored and witty. Unfortunately, he was as vain and 
pompous as human beings come, and he lacked tact and social graces.
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A second act authorized the president to deport any for-
eigner whom he deemed “dangerous to the peace and safety 
of the United States.” The two laws were blatantly partisan, 
aimed at anti-British French and Irish immigrants. Leaving 
no doubt of their political purpose, the Alien Acts were to 
expire shortly after Adams’s term ended in 1801.

The Alien Acts had few consequences. The Sedition Act did. 
It provided stiff fines and prison sentences for persons who 
published statements that held the United States government 
in “contempt or disrepute.” The government brought twenty-
five cases to trial; ten defendants were convicted. Most were 
journalists, but when Adams visited Newark, New Jersey, and 
was saluted with a volley of gunfire and a Republican said, 
“There goes the president and they are shooting at his ass,” 
another responding, “I don’t care if they fire through his ass,” 
the court ruled that the words were seditious.

The Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions
Jefferson and Madison believed that the Sedition Act vio-
lated the Bill of Rights and was therefore unconstitutional. 

But who was to declare that an act of Congress signed by the 
president was invalid? The Constitution did not say. It was 
one of the important questions the Founding Fathers had 
left unresolved. The answer Jefferson and Madison gave was 
to haunt American history for half a century.

The Virginia Resolutions, written by Madison and ad-
opted by the Virginia legislature, and the Kentucky Reso-
lutions, which Jefferson wrote, proclaimed that the federal 
government was a compact of sovereign states. Congress was, 
therefore, the creation of the states. If Congress enacted a law 
that a state deemed unconstitutional, that state had the right 
and the power to forbid its enforcement within the state’s 
boundaries. 

It is difficult to understand how Madison, the most na-
tionalistic of Americans in 1787 and a nationalist again when 
he was president, could espouse such a doctrine. He betrayed 
his own uneasiness when, after reading Jefferson’s first draft 
of the Kentucky Resolutions, he persuaded him to delete 
the word nullify to describe a state’s right to reject a federal 
law. The word was too strong; it gave Madison the shivers, 
although the principle of nullification remained implicit in 
both Virginia’s and Kentucky’s resolves. Perhaps the expla-
nation of Madison’s willingness to define a state’s power as 
superior to the federal governments is nothing more than his 
sometimes supine worship of Jefferson. When the two men 
disagreed, Madison could sometimes sway Jefferson. But he 
never in his life differed openly with him.

There was logic in the Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions, 
but their implications were ominous. Had the principle 
on which they were based been accepted, the United States 
would have reverted halfway to the state sovereignty of the 
Articles of Confederation. As it was, they remained expres-
sions of a political abstraction. No other state legislature ad-
opted them. The death of George Washington in December 
1799 briefly calmed political tempers and, as the election of 
1800 drew nearer, it became obvious to the Jefferson Repub-
licans that the unpopularity of the Alien and Sedition Acts 
was winning voters to their party.

A Death in the Family
In December 1799, 67-year-old George Washington took to 
his bed with a sore throat and fever. Modern physicians have 
diagnosed his illness as a bacterial infection, probably strep 
throat. Bacteria were unknown in 1799, but Washington’s 
doctors could only have hastened his death with their well-
meaning treatments. The gargles (tea and vinegar) and 
syrups (molasses, vinegar, and butter) to ease the pain in 
his throat did not hurt. And the emetics (tartar and calomel) 
might have helped reduce his fever. But the bloodlettings, 
applying leeches to Washington, a therapy doctors seem 
to have prescribed whenever they were confused, surely 
weakened the old man. The doctors took 82 ounces of 
Washington’s blood in about a week, 5 pints! Blood donors 
today rest after being relieved of a single pint.
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Chapter 12

The Age of 
Jefferson
Frustration Abroad 1800–1815

The immortality of Thomas Jefferson does not lie in any 
one of his achievements, or in the series of his 
achievements, but in his attitude toward mankind.

—Woodrow Wilson

O
nce again in 1800, Thomas Jefferson challenged 
John Adams in the presidential election. Most of 
the states were expected to vote as they had in 
1796. The count in the electoral college would 
again be close. The Federalists were dominant in 

the New England states (although the Jefferson Republicans 
were becoming a genuine opposition party there). Except 
for Delaware, Charleston in the South, and a few districts in 
Virginia, the other states were Republican or leaned in that 
direction. New York was the big question mark.

Popular opinion had been wrenched in both directions 
during Adams’s presidency. The Federalists’ Alien and 
 Sedition Acts were unpopular, but a decade of Republi-
can cheerleading for the French Revolutionaries had come 
back to haunt Jefferson because of the quasi-war, the X, Y, 
Z Affair, and Napoleon Bonaparte’s creation of the military 
dictatorship that Federalists like Adams and Gouverneur 
 Morris had predicted. Had Adams nurtured the call for 
war with France, as he was advised to do, he would likely 
have been reelected by a wave of Francophobic patriotism. 
But Adams, to his credit (historically anyway) valued peace 
above politics. In a last ditch effort, he risked yet another 
French insult by dispatching a new team of negotiators to 
Paris. On the very eve of the election, news arrived that they 
had secured a settlement. The quasi-war was over and the 
anti-French sentiment that favored Adams politically evapo-
rated. But it was too late. New York’s vote had already been 
committed—to  Jefferson.

THE ELECTION OF 1800
The “will of the people” had little to do with the election of 
1800. Only fi ve of the sixteen states chose presidential elec-
tors by popular vote. State legislatures made the selection in 
the others. It is worth noting that the Founding Fathers in-
tended that presidential elections not be democratic. Today, 
when presidential campaigns go on for two and a half years, 
it is not diffi cult to be nostalgic for their wisdom. On the 
other hand, they did not eliminate unattractive political 
 maneuvering by reserving the selection of the president to a 
presumably educated elite.

Crunching Numbers
In 1796, Adams defeated Jefferson in the electoral college 71 
votes to 68. In 1800, Jefferson won by roughly the same mar-
gin, 73 to 65. Ruefully, Adams believed—and he was right—
flukish political events in New York and South Carolina cost 
him the election.

New York’s electors were the most important part of the 
reversal. In 1796, New York voted for Adams and looked to 
do so again. However, in April 1800, after an ugly partisan 
battle for control of the state legislature between Alexander 
Hamilton’s Federalists and the Jefferson Republicans, led by 
Aaron Burr, the Republicans won. The issues in the contest 
were local and personal (Hamilton and Burr loathed one 
 another), not national. But the national consequences of 
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Burr’s victory were immediately obvious for, in New York, 
the legislature chose the state’s presidential electors. 

Alexander Hamilton, always quick with a scheme, even 
when it meant abandoning his principles, tried to repair 
the damage by proposing that New York select electors that 
year by popular vote, something he had consistently op-
posed. “In times like these in which we live,” Hamilton com-
mented privately, “it will not do to be over-scrupulous.” The 
 Republicans, proponents of popular elections, were equally 
cynical. Their legislature voted Hamilton’s democratic re-
form down. Months before the presidential election, poor 
Adams knew he had lost New York’s votes. The state’s switch 
from 1796 subtracted 12 electors from Adams’s column and 
added them to Jefferson’s.

Even then, Adams would have won the election had the 
Federalists’ choice for vice president, Charles Cotesworth 

Pinckney of South Carolina, been better served by his own 
state’s Federalists. Pinckney urged South Carolina’s eight 
electors to vote for Adams as well as for himself. Had they 
done as he asked, Adams would have been president and 
Pinckney vice president. But the South  Carolinians, abhor-
ring New England and New  Englanders, told Pinckney that, 
as in 1796, they would vote for him and Jefferson. That for-
mula would have elected Jefferson president with Pinckney 
vice president. However, an angry  Pinckney would have 
none of it; he took his name off the ballot. South Carolina’s 
eight electoral votes, and the election, went to Jefferson and 
Burr.

Failures to Communicate
It went literally to Jefferson and Burr. No Republican elector 
“threw away” one of his two votes on a man who was not a 
candidate so that Jefferson would fi nish one vote ahead of 
vice presidential candidate Burr. (Not that it mattered, but 
the losing Federalists did not make the same mistake; one 
Rhode Island elector voted for Adams and John Jay.)

When the votes were counted in the Senate (by Vice 
President Jefferson), Jefferson and Burr each had 73 elec-
toral votes—a majority but a tie. The Constitution provided 
that, in such a case, the House of Representatives choose the 
president, voting not as individuals but as states, one vote 
per state. Republicans had a majority in half of the sixteen 
state delegations in the House, one short of the majority 
needed to seat Jefferson. Two state delegations were evenly 
divided between Republicans and Federalists. The rest were 
 Federalist delegations.

Most Federalists preferred Burr, not because he was 
 brilliant, which he was, but because he was an opportunist, 
a man who would deal. Jefferson the Federalists regarded as 

1801 1803 1805 1807 1809 1811 1813 1815

The Jefferson Republicans Triumphant 1801–1815

1801–1809 Thomas Jefferson president

1804 Burr-Hamilton Duel

1806 Lewis and Clark return

1807 Embargo

1808  African slave trade outlawed

1811 Tippecanoe destroyed

1812 War with Britain declared

1814 Washington burned

1803 Marbury v. Madison; Louisiana Purchase

James Madison president  1809–1817

 War ends; Battle of New Orleans  1815
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The Negro Vote
There was yet another twist in electoral college votes of 
1800.  As Timothy Pickering of Massachusetts and other 
New Englanders pointed out, Jefferson and Burr defeated 
John Adams only because of the Constitution’s “three-
fifths compromise,” which provided that, in apportioning 
representatives and electoral votes to a state, slaves in the 
state counted as three-fifths of a free citizen.

Of Jefferson’s 73 electoral votes, a bare majority, 53 were 
from slave states. If slaves had not been “represented” in 
the electoral college, Adams would have been reelected. 
Fourteen Jefferson electors represented slaves.  Pickering 
(a lifelong and outspoken abolitionist) called Jefferson the 
“Negro President.”
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dangerous, immoral, an atheist, and a demagogue. Some said 
(seriously?) that, if he had his way, blood would run in the 
streets of American cities as, indeed, it had in France.

For thirty-five ballots, the tally in the House was un-
changed: Jefferson eight states, Burr six states, two states 
abstaining because their representatives were divided. James 
Bayard,  Delaware’s only congressman, a Federalist who was 
voting for Burr, took the initiative in breaking the impasse. 
He secretly sent intermediaries to both Burr and Jefferson, 
asking each if he would agree not to molest the Bank of the 
United States and Federalist judges and other federal ap-
pointees, Bayard would do his best to throw the election the 
agreeable candidate’s way.

Burr’s only public statement favoring Jefferson had been 
weak and ambivalent. He wanted to be president. How-
ever, and uncharacteristically, for Burr was a man for back-
room bargains, Burr refused to deal with Bayard’s emissary. 
It is not certain just what Jefferson told Bayard’s man—
 Federalists said he agreed to the conditions, Jefferson that he 
was  noncommittal—but it was enough to persuade Bayard 
to announce that he would change his vote from Burr to Jef-
ferson. In the end, neither he nor any other Federalist had to 
do so. But enough Federalists abstained to allow Jefferson to 
carry ten states. Burr ended up with four.

Jefferson’s bête noire, Alexander Hamilton, had a hand 
in Jefferson’s election. Still smarting from Burr’s personal 
attacks on him the previous year, Hamilton wrote to sev-
eral House Federalists urging them to prefer Jefferson. 
 Hamilton disliked Jefferson; he detested Burr. Burr, he said, 
would surround himself with rogues from both  parties; 
“his private character is not defended by his most partial 
friends. He is bankrupt beyond redemption.”  Jefferson, 
he wrote (it was not saying much) had “ pretensions to 
 character.”

The Sage of Monticello
Jefferson one day refl ected that once a man “cast a longing eye” 
on public offi ce, “a rottenness begins in his conduct.” It would 
have been on a day when he was happy living at  Monticello, 
a gentleman planter reading and tinkering, as he loved to do. 
On other days, also at Monticello, Jefferson was obsessed with 
politics and devoured by his ambitions for offi ce. He devoted 
hours daily to writing letters to his political supporters in 
which he schemed, conspired, and manipulated in a manner 
that might reasonably be described as “rotten.” The politician 
Jefferson was as devious as Burr and Hamilton.

Before he was elected president, however, with the excep-
tion of writing the Declaration of Independence, his pub-
lic career had not been distinguished. The vice presidency 
was a job that made no demands. (Jefferson, who had many 
interests, was perhaps the only talented vice president who 
enjoyed the position.) As Washington’s secretary of state, 
Jefferson had been eclipsed by Hamilton. His four years as 
minister in France were as much holiday as work. His stint as 
governor of Virginia during the Revolution was nearly a 
 career-ending disaster. He was an ineffective executive and 
was accused of cowardice in the state assembly for fleeing 
when the British invaded the state.

This was unfair.  It was true enough that Jefferson was not 
personally brave.  His enemy Hamilton liked to crack that he 
was “womanish.” (Jefferson was not immune to such jibes 
or above the gospel of manliness. A superb horseman, he 
delighted in describing Hamilton’s “timidity” in the saddle.) 
But Jefferson fled Richmond only when he learned that a 
British detachment had been specifically assigned to capture 
him as a trophy (and came close to succeeding). Was he to 
deliver himself to the redcoats on the steps of his residence? 
Correctly, the legislature exonerated him of the charges.

Jefferson’s lackluster record in public office was not the 
point, as Woodrow Wilson said. Jefferson has been remem-
bered because he put into noble words and perfect sentences 
a vision of human nature and liberty that have become our 
civilization’s ideals.

Jack of All Trades
Jefferson was a scholar with interests ranging from philosophy 
through linguistics to natural science. His  library  numbered 

Wine Snob
Jefferson was a moderate drinker. He did not touch 
spirits, but he insisted on wine at dinner, rarely more than 
two glasses. He sometimes subjected guests to lengthy 
disquisitions on the nuances of the wine they were sipping, 
perhaps lengthier than they appreciated. As early as 1773, 
Jefferson gave an Italian immigrant, Filippo Mazzei, 200 
acres adjoining his plantation so that he could plant a 
vineyard from imported cuttings. Unfortunately, just as the 
vineyard was beginning to produce, Mazzei enlisted to fight 
the British and never returned.

The Twelfth Amendment
So that the fiasco of 1800 would not be repeated, the Twelfth 
Amendment to the Constitution, ratified in 1804, provided that 
electors would vote not for two men for president, but for a 
“ticket,” a president and vice president nominated together. 
An unforeseen consequence of the change was a decline in 
the prestige of the vice presidency and, indeed, the quality of 
those nominated for the office.

That is, in the first four presidential elections, electors 
cast two votes, ostensibly for the two men best qualified to 
be president. The candidate with the second highest count 
became vice president. Since 1804, parties have generally 
selected as their vice presidential candidates mediocrities 
who would not diminish the luster of their presidential 
candidate. The criterion was not the nominee’s abilities, 
but whether or not he came from a state or region where 
the presidential nominee was weak and he—the vice 
presidential candidate—might attract votes because he was 
a local boy (or, more recently, local girl).



6,000 books; it became the core of the Library of Congress 
which continued to employ Jefferson’s classifi cation system 
for eighty-two years. He was a musician; he played the vio-
lin, quite well according to those who heard him. He was a 
talented architect. He designed and built and redesigned and 
rebuilt Monticello several times. He  designed the buildings 
of the University of Virginia, which he founded, then wrote 
its curriculum. He was an  inventor: The dumbwaiter and the 
swivel chair are attributed to him. 

He wrote better than any other president has. His English 
was precise in vocabulary and mellifluous in its rhythms. He 
authored only one short book, Notes on Virginia, but it is a 
gem. Mostly, he wrote letters, lots of them; 18,000 survive. 
When it is remembered that most were responses to letters 
he had just received—his topic was assigned to him; in other 
words, he replied “off the top of his head” with no time for 
rewrites—the quality of his language is astonishing.

As a thinker Jefferson was neither original nor profound. 
His mind was compartmentalized, unlike Hamilton’s or 
Adams’s or Madison’s. One historian has called him a “frag-
mentarian,” which is a good reason to take care when using 
the term “Jeffersonian” to describe anything more systematic 
than inclinations.

Inevitably, he was inconsistent and self-contradictory. He 
pontificated endlessly about the virtues of the “common man” 
but, a Virginia aristocrat to the core, was no more a democrat 
than Hamilton was. Jefferson praised farming above all other 
ways of life, but the nitty-gritty of agriculture bored him. (John 

Adams, when at home in Quincy, Massachusetts, pitched in 
with the chores from sowing to haying to shoveling manure and 
made no fuss about it, philosophical or  otherwise.)  Jefferson 
called cities “pestilential to the morals, the health, and the lib-
erties of man” and was particularly harsh on New York and 
Philadelphia. But he lived ecstatically in Paris at a time when 
the misery of the Parisian poor—a large majority of the city’s 
population—made New York and  Philadelphia look heavenly.

Jefferson unambivalently denounced slavery in his younger 
years and, his entire life, when pressed on the subject, he re-
plied that the institution was a curse on everyone involved 
in it. Then he changed the subject. For he owned hundreds 
of slaves each of the last fifty years of his life and he allowed 
only two to go free (both, probably, his own children). When 
sorely pressed for money, he sold slaves in order to raise it, 
160 on one occasion. (Washington refused to sell slaves to 
a fate that was necessarily uncertain.) When northerners 
began openly to criticize southerners for clinging to slavery, 
Jefferson was all but explicit in saying that if the critics seri-
ously threatened the institution, Virginia would be justified 
in leaving the Union in order to preserve it.

Jefferson could be juvenile, as when he said that every gen-
eration should write its own constitution and that, given a 
choice between government without newspapers and news-
papers without government, he would opt for the latter. It 
takes some searching, but he even wrote a few sentences that, 
on a freshman’s term paper, would by circled in red ink: “The 
President is fortunate to get off as the bubble is bursting, 
leaving others to hold the bag.”

A Few Continuities
Jefferson was a fascinating conversationalist, but he hated 
giving speeches and avoided them whenever possible. He 

Shop ‘Til You Drop
Jefferson is the patron saint of economical government, 
an honor he deserves. He insisted that his secretary of the 
treasury count by the penny when he drafted federal budgets. 
Personally, however, Jefferson was a spendthrift. He spent as 
much as $2,800 a year on wine, up to $50 a day on groceries 
at a time when a turkey cost 50¢. Twice when he had a new 
architectural idea, he had large parts of Monticello torn down 
and rebuilt. In Paris during the 1780s, he lived as extravagantly 
as the French nobles with whom he hobnobbed; when he 
visited John and Abigail Adams in London, the frenzy of his 
shopping spree appalled the thrifty New Englanders.

Already rich in land and slaves, Jefferson inherited more 
acreage and slaves from his wife when she died in 1782—
also a huge debt her father had bequeathed her. Jefferson 
was never again out of debt and he never made what can 
be called a serious attempt at belt-tightening to reduce it. 
He sold slaves, land, and even his beloved library when his 
creditors threatened to take legal action. When he died in 
1826, he saddled his daughter with so much debt that she had 
to sell Monticello, Republican shrine though it had become.
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Monticello,Jefferson’s home in Charlottesville, Virginia, on one 
of several plantations he owned. Here he studied and carried on 
a correspondence that consumed many hours daily. He took little 
interest in agriculture but regularly checked up on a slave-operated 
shop in which nails were manufactured. Monticello was the love of 
his life, but his debts were so great that his daughter had to sell it.
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Thomas Jefferson, author 
of the Declaration of 
Independence, second vice 
president and third president 
of the United States. The co-
founder (with James Madison) 
of the Jefferson Republican 
party, he was a man of broad 
intellectual interests, a talented 
architect, a gourmet, and the 
best writer of any president. 
As a politician he was skilled 
but devious, scheming from 
behind the scenes while his 
disciples (who were numerous) 
did the dirty work. Jefferson’s 
presidency was not successful 
except for his acquisition of 
Louisiana in 1803. Although 
the purchase violated his own 
principles, Jefferson went 
ahead because it doubled 
the size of the United States, 
avoided a was with France, 
and frustrated British designs 
on the mouth of the Mississippi 
river.



mumbled his inaugural address which was conciliatory and 
almost nonpartisan. “Every difference of opinion is not a 
difference in principle,” he said, “We have called by different 
names brethren of the same principle. We are all republicans, 
we are all federalists.” 

Jefferson did quietly shelve some of his prepresidential po-
sitions, and he left some Federalist programs in place. (The 
“deal” with Senator Bayard?) Nothing more was heard of the 
right of states to nullify federal laws within their borders.  He 
allowed Hamilton’s financial edifice to stand; like Washing-
ton and Adams, he deposited federal revenues in the Bank of 
the United States that he had called unconstitutional and a 
servant of speculators. He appointed as secretary of the trea-
sury a Swiss-born Pennsylvanian, Albert Gallatin, who was a 
responsible money manager.

And Some Departures
However, Jefferson rejected the Hamiltonian shibboleth that 
a national debt was a blessing. Gallatin devised a schedule for 
eliminating the government’s debt by 1817. Jefferson slashed 
expenditures that had been high under Washington and 
Adams. The army’s appropriation was reduced from $4 mil-
lion to $2 million, the navy’s from $3.5 million to $1 million.  
Jefferson pardoned everyone convicted under the Sedition 
Act, all of them his supporters, of course. He restored the fi ve-
year residency for citizenship and replaced many Federalists 
drawing government salaries with Republicans. He did not 
have much patronage to hand out. The federal government 
employed 3,000, but most were postal employees and customs 
collectors who were paid little for doing hard work. Jefferson 
had only about 300 more or less desirable jobs at his disposal.

Jefferson brought a dramatically new style to the presi-
dency. He disliked the pomp and protocol of the  Federalist 
administrations. Instead of bowing, he shook hands. He 
abolished presidential levées (regularly scheduled, highly for-
mal receptions) and, much to the annoyance of high-ranking 
officials and diplomats, he paid scant attention to protocol 
assigning a rank of precedence—a chair at the dinner table, 
a position in a procession—to every senator, representative, 
judge, cabinet member, and minister from abroad. Even at 
state dinners, guests had to scramble for the places they be-
lieved appropriate to their dignity. At the small dinner par-
ties he preferred, Jefferson served his guests himself.

Jefferson’s “republican simplicity” was made easier by the 
move of the capital, the summer before his inauguration, 
from sophisticated Philadelphia to Washington. Washington 
was not really a city in 1801. It was a hodgepodge of partly 
constructed public buildings and ramshackle boardinghouses 
isolated from one another by dense woods and swamps in 
which strangers routinely got lost. There were few private 
homes. For decades to come, there would be no houses suit-
able for congressmen’s families. Wives and children stayed 
home. Capital social life was masculine and on the raw side: 
smoky card games, heavy drinking, even brawls. 

These departures hardly constituted the “Revolution of 
1800” that Jefferson called his election. The only fundamen-
tal innovation in government during Jefferson’s presidency 

was effected by the Federalist Chief Justice of the Supreme 
Court, John Marshall, who was appointed days before Jef-
ferson was inaugurated. 

Marshall, Marbury, and Madison
During his fi nal weeks as president, John Adams appointed 
forty-two Federalists to various federal courts. Federal 
judges served (on good behavior) for life, so Adams’s “mid-
night judges,” all good Federalists, of course, were securing 
long-term employment and Adams was ensuring that the 
judiciary would enforce Federalist principles. (The Jefferson 
 Republicans had won majorities in both Houses of Congress 
as well as the presidency.)

The most important of Adams’s appointments was 45-
year-old John Marshall of Virginia, the fourth Chief Justice 
of the Supreme Court. Marshall was related to Jefferson, but 
their political principles were diametrically opposed and, 
for good measure, they disliked one another. Marshall is 
the major figure of the era with whom we of the twenty-first 
century would be most comfortable. As careless of protocol 
and his dress as Jefferson, he was good-humored and per-
sonable. Always, excepting Jefferson, he got along personally 
with political opponents; he remained good friends with 
many of them. He liked his Madeira wine, poured it gener-
ously, and was reputed in both Virginia and Washington to 
serve the best there was.

The first important case to come before the Marshall 
Court involved another midnight judge, William Marbury.  
Adams appointed him to a judgeship literally hours before 
he left office but, somehow, Adams’s secretary of state (none 
other than John Marshall!) failed to deliver Marbury’s com-
mission to him. When Jefferson’s secretary of state, James 
Madison, sat down at his desk, he found the document that 
put Marbury on the bench sitting on top. Madison filed it 
away; Marbury never received it.

Marbury sued for a writ of mandamus, a court order 
that commands a government official to perform a duty 
he has neglected. In 1803, Marbury  v. Madison reached the 
Supreme Court. Already, Marshall had created a cooperative 
and  personal spirit among the justices—they even boarded to-
gether—whom he gracefully dominated. He encouraged single 
unanimous opinions—no dissents—and was willing to do the 
lion’s share of the Court’s work; he wrote most of the Court’s 
opinions and would do so for thirty years. 

In the Marbury v. Madison decision, Marshall scolded 
Madison for his inappropriate behavior. However, instead 
of commanding Madison to deliver Marbury’s commission 
(which would probably have precipitated a grave constitu-
tional crisis), Marshall ruled that the section of the Judiciary 
Act of 1790 that Marbury cited was unconstitutional (for 
reasons unrelated to the dispute with Madison). Congress 
did not have the power, under the Constitution, to enact the 
law it had.

Judicial Review
Marbury  v. Madison may not have been fl awless consti-
tutional law. It was, however, a political masterstroke with 
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 profound implications. By sacrifi cing the paycheck of one 
Federalist politico and negating part of one Federalist law, 
Marshall asserted the Supreme Court’s power to decide 
whether or not acts of Congress signed by the president were 
constitutional, voiding federal laws the Court decided were 
not. The Supreme Court, Marshall said, not only judged cases 
according to law; it also judged the validity of the law itself.

The principle of judicial review was nothing new. Any 
number of people had suggested that it was the soundest way 
of determining the validity of federal laws. But the Founding 
Fathers had dodged the issue. Nothing in the Constitution 
vested the Supreme Court with this substantial power. 
Judicial review enabled the Supreme Court to trump both the 
executive and legislative branches of the government. Only a 
constitutional amendment (or the Court itself) could reverse 
a decision. Implicitly, Marbury v. Madison condemned the 
contention of the Kentucky and Virginia Resolutions that 
state legislatures had the power to find federal laws unconsti-
tutional within a state. (Marshall could not have then known 
that Jefferson and Madison had written the resolutions, but 
he knew that Jefferson Republicans were responsible.) 

Unable to fight Marshall on high ground, Jefferson 
launched a campaign of machination and low blows against 
the Federalist judiciary. He got rid of some Federalist judges 
by abolishing their jobs. Then the Republicans impeached 
and removed from office a Federalist judge in New Hamp-
shire, John Pickering. Pickering was easy pickings; he was 
given to drunken tirades in court and was probably insane. 

But Jefferson, who wanted to inch closer to Marshall him-
self, was stymied when his followers impeached Supreme 
Court Justice Samuel Chase. Chase was grossly prejudiced, 
overtly partisan, sometimes asinine. But the Senate, despite a 
Republican majority, refused to find him guilty of the “high 
crimes and misdemeanors” that the Constitution defines as 
grounds for impeachment. Like other presidents unhappy 
with the Supreme Court, Jefferson had no choice but to wait 
until seats fell vacant in order to change its complexion. He 
was to appoint three justices, but they too were captivated by 
Marshall’s mind, personality, and will.

THE LOUISIANA PURCHASE
Jefferson believed that, in Marbury, Marshall, like Hamilton ten 
years earlier, had tweaked the Constitution. Almost simultane-
ously, however, Jefferson gave the document a real shaking in 
what turned out to be the most signifi cant achievement of his 
presidency, the purchase of Louisiana from France for $15 mil-
lion. This was not just our state of Louisiana but included the 
better part of the thirteen states that lie between the Mississippi 
River and the Rocky Mountains, 828,000 square miles. The 
United States paid less than 3¢ an acre for the colony. It was the 
greatest real estate bargain of all time. The seller was France.

Sugar and Foodstuffs
Which nation, offi cially in 1801, did not own it. Since 1763, 
Louisiana had been a Spanish colony. However, Napoleon 

Bonaparte had reduced Spain into France’s client state and 
quietly, but not all that secretly, he forced the Spanish govern-
ment to agree to a return of the province to France. Louisiana 
was still mostly wilderness, a splotch of color on maps. Only 
about 50,000 Europeans lived in the colony. Louisiana’s ag-
ricultural potential, however, was obvious. Napoleon wanted 
its fertile lands as the breadbasket for France’s lucrative 
sugar-producing islands in the West Indies, tiny Martinique 
and Guadaloupe and, most of all, large and fabulously prof-
itable Saint-Domingue—Haiti. Haiti produced more sugar 
than the rest of the West Indies combined.

The crop was grown, of course, by African slaves, more 
than 500,000. They were worked with less regard for their 
humanity than any other slaves in the Americas, In 1790, 
Haitian slave owners had to import fully 48,000 Africans 
to maintain the labor force. Much of the slaves’ food was 
imported and, during the Anglo-French wars of the 1790s, 
American merchants provided it. Even during America’s 
quasi-war with France, American merchants fed the popu-
lation because much of Haiti was then under the control 
not of the French colonial government but of “people of 
color,” people of mixed race—mulattos to Americans—who, 
in 1791, had staged a French Revolution of their own and 
 abolished slavery.

Americans, especially slave owners, were shocked by the 
former slaves’ wholesale massacres of whites. Some 10,000 
slave owners (and their slaves) fled the island in one year, 
most to Louisiana. Even when the carnage ceased, blacks 
battled “people of color” who owned a quarter of the land 
and slaves. But everyone—the blacks, mulattos, and French 
beleaguered in a few enclaves—paid premium prices for 
American grain and livestock.

Napoleon intended to crush the revolution, restore slav-
ery, and cut the Americans out of their bonanza market by 
provisioning Haiti from Louisiana. He sent a crack, battle-
tested army of 20,000 to Haiti, but it was soon reduced to 
an ineffective remnant by malaria and yellow fever (thou-
sands of soldiers died before disembarking) and battle with 
the blacks. Thomas Jefferson offered to assist the French, 
but he soon backed off when, on Napoleon’s orders, Spain 
revoked the American right of deposit in New Orleans, that 
is, the right to warehouse goods and do business in the city. 
This was bad news for the 400,000 Americans living in the 
Mississippi Valley. Annually, they had been shipping 20,000 
tons of provisions and lumber through New Orleans. To 
westerners, in James Madison’s words, the Mississippi 
was “the Hudson, the Delaware, the Potomac, and all the 
navigable rivers of the Atlantic formed into one stream.” 
 Jefferson added, “there is on the globe one single spot, the 
possessor of which is our natural and habitual enemy. It is 
New Orleans.” 

All-out war with France, so recently averted, seemed inevi-
table. Congress voted to call up 80,000 state militiamen. But 
an overland attack on New Orleans would have to be backed 
up by a naval blockade which Jefferson’s evisceration of the 
navy made impossible. Jefferson, like John Adams, turned to 
diplomacy.



An Offer Not to Be Refused
Jefferson instructed his minister in France, Robert Livingston, 
to offer Napoleon $2 million (voted him by Congress) for a 
tract of undeveloped land on the lower Mississippi where the 
Americans could build their own entrepôt for the westerners’ 
exports. In January 1803, uneasy because there had been no 
message from Livingston, Jefferson sent James Monroe to Paris 
to offer France up to $10 million (a sum that had appeared in 
no congressional appropriation) for the city of New Orleans 
and West Florida, the gulf coast of Mississippi and Alabama.

Monroe was stunned to learn that, just a few days before 
his arrival in Paris, the French foreign minister (Talleyrand 
again) had offered to sell the whole of Louisiana for $15 
million. This remarkable turnabout in Napoleon’s plans 
for Louisiana came about because Haiti’s black and colored 
rebels, assisted by malaria and yellow fever, had utterly de-
stroyed the French army that Napoleon had sent to put an 
end to the rebellion. Haiti was lost to France, and Louisiana, 
therefore, worthless. Napoleon intended to resume his war 
with Great Britain and he reasoned, correctly, that one of 
Britain’s first responses would be to send the Royal Navy to 
seize New  Orleans. The Americans had the money; better to 
take it rather than to lose Louisiana in battle.

Livingston and Monroe jumped at the offer and  Jefferson 
sealed the deal despite the fact that Congress had authorized 
spending $2 million, not $15 million. Much more embar-
rassing, for the Republican Congress would cough up the 
money, the Constitution made no provision for such ac-
quisitions of territory, nor did it provide for conferring im-
mediate American citizenship on the French and  Spanish 
 residents of Louisiana as the agreement with  Napoleon 
required. According to the “strict construction” of the 
 Constitution that Jefferson had propounded, the Louisiana 
Purchase was unconstitutional.

Jefferson—sheepishly—wrote that “what is practicable 
must often control what is pure theory.” Confidentially, he 
instructed Republicans in Congress that “the less we say 
about constitutional difficulties respecting Louisiana the 
better.” The Louisiana Purchase was too incredible a stroke of 
good fortune to reject. Even Republicans far more extreme in 
their Jeffersonian principles than the president, notably Con-
gressman John Randolph of Roanoke, a loose cannon his en-
tire life, held their tongues. The Federalists gleefully made 
hay of Jefferson’s “hypocrisy,” but they did not oppose an act 
of nationalistic exuberance bolder than anything Alexander 
Hamilton had dared.
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MAP 12:1 Louisiana and the Expeditions of Discovery, 1804–1807. The Louisiana Purchase doubled the area of the United 
States. Except for the banks of the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers, little was known about the country and its native peoples until
the federally sponsored explorations of the Lewis and Clark expedition through the northern parts of Louisiana and the semi-official 
Zebulon Pike party in the south.
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The Magnificent Journey
Louisiana could be drawn on a map but it was, in fact, a 
mystery. Only a few grubby trappers and traders had wan-
dered far from the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers. Congress 
appropriated a modest $2,500 to fi nance an expedition of 
exploration of the country to gather scientifi c information 

about it and to search for a feasible overland route to the 
Pacifi c.

Jefferson appointed a Virginia neighbor, Meriwether Lewis, 
to head the expedition. Lewis persuaded William Clark, his 
friend and former commanding officer, to be a co- commander 
(officially, Lewis was in charge). Jefferson, himself no wilder-

York was a valuable member of the Lewis and Clark expedition, strong, rarely ill, resourceful in the wilderness, decisive in crises. He was 
William Clark’s slave but, despite York’s services, Clark had to be pressured to reward him with his freedom.
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Pike’s Expedition
Shortly before Lewis and Clark arrived back in St. Louis in 
1806, Zebulon Pike, an army officer commanding seventeen 
men, left the city to explore the southern part of the Louisiana 
Purchase. At the Rockies (“Pike’s Peak”) he headed south to 
Santa Fe and deep into Mexico, returning to Louisiana the next 
year. His exploits were not as celebrated as those of the Lewis 
and Clark Expedition, in part because Jefferson suspected him 
of scouting for Aaron Burr. Unknowingly, he may have been 
doing just that.  He was sent west not by the president, but 
on the orders of Louisiana Governor Wilkinson, who testified 
against Burr but may have been in cahoots with him.

African American Explorer
In the informality wilderness demands, William Clark’s 
slave, York, participated in the great expedition as an equal. 
Meriwether Lewis recorded that Indians thought York 
was a white man wearing paint and rubbed him, trying to 
remove the makeup. Lewis noted that “instead of inspiring 
any prejudice, his color served to procure him additional 
advantages from the Indians,” a polite way of saying that 
a number of Indian ladies wanted to have a black child. 
Clark freed York after the expedition, but rather gracelessly. 
Despite York’s invaluable services, Clark had to be pressured 
by Lewis and others to do the decent thing.



ness traveler, attended to the most picayune details of prepa-
ration, listing in his own hand the equipment and provisions 
the explorers would take with them.

The journey of Lewis and Clark exceeded anything ven-
tured by conquistadors or voyageurs. A party of forty men 
(and, for most of the way, an Indian girl and her baby) plus 
one Newfoundland dog rowed, poled, and pulled their skiffs 
up the Missouri to the spectacular falls now the site of Great 
Falls, Montana. Learning from the Mandan, Shoshone, and 
Nez Percé Indians that a portage of 16 miles would bring 
them to a river flowing westerly, they deduced that it was a 
tributary of the Columbia River. (The mouth of the Columbia 
had been discovered only in 1792.) They reached the  Pacific on 
November 15, 1805. There they lived four and a half months—
it rained every day but twelve—and returned to St. Louis in 
September 1806. 

Lewis and Clark were among the last Americans to contact 
Indians untouched by white civilization. Their experience is 
instructive. While they had a few uneasy moments with the 
Sioux and Shoshone, the explorers were involved in noth-
ing resembling conflict with the many tribes with whom they 
dealt. (There was a skirmish with Blackfoot Indians on the 
return trip.) The native peoples of the interior were not only 
friendly, they were also hospitable and generous once they 
learned that Lewis and Clark were not members of enemy 
tribes. When Lewis needed to prove this, he exposed his arm, 
which was not burned brown by the sun, to show that his 
skin was white. York, Clark’s slave, was a source of endless 
fascination because of his color. Indians rubbed him raw, 
thinking he had painted himself black. 

The touchiest moment on the westbound trip was with the 
Shoshone, who, at first, were not friendly. In the single most as-
tonishing moment of the journey, Sacajawea, a Shoshone teen-
ager carrying her infant son on her back, recognized her brother 
among the Shoshone warriors. Sacajawea had been kidnapped 
by another tribe years earlier and been purchased as a wife by a 
Frenchman whom Lewis and Clark hired as a guide.

The tribes of the Pacific coast were familiar with whites. 
Spanish, American, and British seamen, whalers, and fur trad-
ers had camped among them. One woman had the name 
“Jonathan Bowman” tattooed on her leg.  Among the words 
the coastal Indians had adopted into their language were “mis-
quito, powder, shot, nife, file, damned rascal, son of a bitch.”

The Burr-Hamilton Duel
Louisiana also attracted the attention of Vice President Aaron 
Burr. His political fortunes tumbled with the election of 1800. 
Jefferson snubbed him; he believed that Burr had connived to 
steal the election from him. And the restless Burr found the 
vice presidency’s obscurity and impotence stultifying.

Burr was involved in a scheme with a few embittered 
 Federalists called the Essex Junto to detach New England and 
New York from the United States. The plan—if it got far enough 
beyond fantasy to be called a plan— depended on Burr win-
ning the governorship of New York. But he was defeated, in 
part because of campaign propaganda authored by  Alexander 
Hamilton. The propaganda was nasty, but that was routine in 

New York politics.  When the two old enemies exchanged in-
sults, however, Burr challenged Hamilton to a duel.

Hamilton repeatedly said he disapproved of dueling, and 
his son had been killed in one shortly before Burr’s challenge. 
In fact, while he had never faced a man, both armed with 
pistols, Hamilton had been involved in ten “affairs of honor,” 
the ritualized exchange of accusations and grievances of 
which the duel was the final act—unless the offending party 
apologized or a peaceful resolution was negotiated. All of 
Hamilton’s affairs of honor were resolved without gunfire.

Not the affair with Burr. On July 11, 1804, Burr,  Hamilton, 
their seconds, surgeons, and two .54-caliber dueling pis-
tols were rowed across the Hudson to Weehawken, high on 
the New Jersey Palisades. They fired at one another from 
20 paces. Hamilton’s bullet went astray; his seconds said he 
deliberately shot high, as reluctant duelists sometimes did. 
Burr aimed; his bullet pierced Hamilton’s liver and lodged in 
his spine. He died the next day.

Hamilton was never beloved. He was too adept at offending 
people for that. But the death of so eminent a man in a duel 
was shocking. Burr was indicted for murder in New York and 
New Jersey. He fled to the South while friends ironed out his 
legal difficulties. His name mud among both  Jeffersonians and 
Federalists and not yet 50 years of age, what was Burr to do? 

The Burr Conspiracy
Burr went west. He linked up with one Harman  Blennerhasset, 
an Irish exile who lived opulently, on wealth never explained, 
on an island in the Ohio River. Blennerhasset fi nanced the 
construction of thirteen fl atboats, including a barge for Burr 
outfi tted with glass windows, a fi replace, a promenade deck, 
and a wine “cellar.” With sixty men, the fl otilla meandered 
slowly down the Ohio, then the Mississippi. 

Burr met secretly with Andrew Jackson, Tennessee’s most 
prominent politician and Indian fighter. In New Orleans, 
he huddled with the head of the French Ursuline Convent, 
perhaps a polite gesture, perhaps something more. Mostly, 
he talked with James Wilkinson, the territorial governor of 
Louisiana who was well along in earning a reputation for chi-
canery, personal treachery, and corruption.

Wilkinson and Burr (and Jackson?) were plotting some-
thing or, at least, discussing the possibility of a plot. Exactly 
what it was remains mysterious. Neither Burr nor  Wilkinson 
was the type to put anything on paper. Some said Burr 
planned to invade Texas, the northeastern corner of Spanish 
Mexico, and set Burr up as its dictator. Others accused him 
of planning to detach the Louisiana Territory and even some 
western states from the Union. (Andrew Jackson was visibly 
shaken when he was told that Burr had been arrested.)

Which he soon was. Jefferson believed the worst of Burr; 
Wilkinson, possibly to save his own skin, accused Burr of 
treason. Jefferson determined to hang his former vice presi-
dent; it was not the president’s finest hour what with the little 
evidence against Burr being from very impeachable sources. 
Worse, Burr’s defense attorney was Luther Martin, known in 
equal parts as a prodigious drinker and the country’s best 
criminal lawyer. And then, because Burr’s alleged  treason 

THE LOUISIANA PURCHASE 205



206 Chapter 12 The Age of Jefferson

White Americans in Slavery

North African Muslims had crossed the Sahara to enslave 
blacks for centuries before the trans-Atlantic slave trade 
began. But slavery was not linked with race in Islamic 
lands as it was in America. Indeed, the Arabs preferred 
white slaves. So, during the 1600s, raiders from the  Barbary 
states (Morocco, Algeria, Tunis, and Tripoli) ranged far to 
the north to capture Europeans for enslavement. Entire 
villages in Ireland were carried off. In a single Barbary 
raid in Iceland, 800 people were enslaved. Fisherman off 
 Newfoundland were seized.

By the mid-1700s, there were few slave-catching raids 
in northern Europe although the Mediterranean coasts 
of Italy, France, and Spain remained vulnerable. The 
North Africans increasingly depended on trade with 
black Africa for slaves put to heavy labor, household ser-
vants, military units, concubines, and eunuchs to attend 
the concubines. However, Barbary corsairs—pirates—
continued to seize merchant ships of every nation. Their 
cargos were less important than their crewmen, who 
were enslaved. 

Reports as to how well Europeans (and a few colonials) 
were treated as slaves differed radically. Most narratives 
written by white slaves who were freed and reports by con-
suls and Catholic priests who went to the Barbary States 
to aid them emphasized their wretchedness: minimal 
food, lodgings in dungeons, killing labor with a 50-pound 
chain on their ankles. Women and men were forced into 
“revolting sexual practices.” In stark contrast to this pic-
ture, William Eaton, the American consul in Tunis, said 
that “the Christian slaves among the barbarians of Africa 
are treated with more humanity than the Africans among 
the professing Christians of civilized America.” This was 
certainly true of those who “turned Turk”—converted 
to Islam. Indeed, a few talented “renegades” rose to high 
positions in the rulers courts; others commanded slave-
hunting voyages.

During the 1700s, the Barbary states suffered an eco-
nomic decline. The population of Algiers, 100,000 in 
1650, was 30,000 a century later. The once formidable 
Barbary fleets shrunk so that, in some years, Tripoli, 
 Algiers, and Tunis each had as few as a dozen vessels and 
many of them were obsolete. Long after Europeans had 
abandoned oar-driven vessels in favor of sailing ships car-
rying tons of powerful cannon, many Barbary warships 
were galleys carrying a hundred or more fighting men 
armed with cutlasses and small arms. The Barbary navies 
were not battle fleets. When they sighted a European frig-
ate, they fled. By 1750, their major function was piracy or, 
more properly, privateering, for they were authorized in 
their work by the pasha of Tripoli, the dey of Algiers, the 
bey of Tunis, and the emperor of Morocco. Their corsairs 
preyed on European and American merchant vessels in 

the Mediterranean not primarily for their cargos but to 
capture their crews.

While enslaved seamen were still put to work on the 
bey’s, dey’s, or pasha’s construction projects, fewer were 
sold into private ownership. By 1750 they were less valu-
able as laborers than as hostages held for ransom and as 
inducements to maritime nations to negotiate treaties with 
the Barbary rulers so as to exempt ships flying their flags 
from seizure. In return for substantial annual payments 
of tribute in money and commodities, the Barbary rulers 
granted immunity—as long as the payments were made 
on time—to Venice, Spain, France, Denmark, Britain, and 
other states. It was a protection racket and very expensive. 
Just in 1785, buying seamen immunity from seizure cost 
Spain a million silver dollars, 50 cannon and 10,000 can-
nonballs, 20,000 kegs of gunpowder, and 500,000 musket-
balls.

Great Britain paid tribute most years so that, during the 
colonial period, American vessels were usually safe. Only 
about 130 American seamen were enslaved between 1650 
and 1783.

After independence, of course, the United States lost 
imperial protection. Indeed, some British officials encour-
aged the Barbary pirates to seek out American merchant-
men. In 1784, a Moroccan corsair seized the Betsey and 
its crew of ten. The next year, Algerine pirates captured 
the Dauphin and Maria, enslaving twenty-one. Thomas 
 Jefferson, then minister in France, was enraged. He met 
with diplomats from Portugal, Sicily, Venice, Malta, 
 Denmark, and Sweden and sketched the outline of a joint 
naval expedition to end the kidnapping by bombarding 
the Barbary cities. John Jay and John Adams overruled 
him, pointing out to Jefferson the unpleasant fact that the 
United States had no navy. In 1785, Congress sold off the 
last frigate built during the Revolution.

In 1793, during Washington’s presidency, Barbary 
 pirates seized eleven American ships, enslaving 104 men. 
Presidents Washington and Adams opted for paying ran-
som and tribute. However, when Jefferson became presi-
dent in 1801 and the annual payoff to the pasha of Tripoli 
was due, Jefferson dispatched a squadron to Tripoli—ships 
Adams had built with Jefferson opposing their construc-
tion. But when the frigate Philadelphia went aground in 
Tripoli harbor and fell into the pasha’s hands, Jefferson 
and James Madison swallowed their pride and paid trib-
ute until, during the War of 1812, all the Barbary states 
except Morocco hit American shipping hard. In 1815, the 
war concluded, Stephen Decatur sailed with ten warships 
to Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli and, with the help of cannon, 
largely ended the threat to Americans. Barbary piracy was 
not finally destroyed until the 1830s when France began to 
establish its colonial domination of North Africa. 

How They Lived



 occurred in Virginia, the presiding judge of the circuit 
court in Richmond was Jefferson’s longtime enemy, Chief 
 Justice John Marshall. Ironically, Marshall and other justices 
rode circuit because Jefferson’s Republicans had repealed a 
 Federalist law that spared them the onerous duty.

Marshall was too conscious of his and the Supreme Court’s 
integrity to preside at the Burr trial with less than total im-
partiality. However, when he ruled that the crime of treason 
be defined strictly as an overt act—talk, no matter how loose, 
would not do—the case against Burr was doomed. He had 
done nothing. Burr was acquitted, lived abroad for a few years, 
then returned to New York where he prospered as a lawyer.

FOREIGN WOES
Like Washington and Adams, Jefferson was bedeviled by 
problems overseas. Unlike his predecessors, Jefferson con-
tributed to his problems by reducing the size of the navy 
Adams and the Federalists had created during the quasi-war.  
Before the cost-cutting began, however, Jefferson put the little 
American navy to work on a pet project. Indeed, in virtually 
the fi rst important act of his presidency—three weeks after 
he was sworn in—Jefferson dispatched a naval  squadron to 

punish the Barbary pirates of North Africa, whom he had 
passionately loathed for twenty years.

The Barbary Pirates
The Barbary states were four Muslim principalities on the 
Mediterranean sea: Tripoli (Libya today), Tunis, Algiers, 
and Morocco. They were poor and backward. The common 
people survived by fi shing, farming, and trading by caravan 
across the Sahara. The elite lived in decadent luxury by send-
ing out privateers to seize European merchant ships. Their 
cargos were less valuable than the crews. Captured seamen 
were enslaved and held for ransom. Even more lucrative, the 
Barbary states negotiated treaties with seafaring nations. In 

A Present for the Pasha
The annual payment to the pasha of Tripoli, which Jefferson 
tried to terminate in 1801, consisted of $40,000 in gold and 
silver, $12,000 in Spanish money, and an assortment of 
diamond rings, watches, and brocade. The rulers of the 
Barbary states considered the loot as gifts from a friend rather 
than as extortion. Thus, in 1806, the bey of Tunis, who also 
received tribute, sent Jefferson a gift of four Arabian horses.

President Jefferson dispatched several punitive expeditions against the Barbary states. In this painting the fleet is bombarding Tripoli 
in present-day Libya. The attacks were popular in the United States and effective—briefly. The Barbary states remained a threat to 
commerce in the Mediterranean until France began to seize North Africa as colonies.
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return for annual payments of money and goods, the pasha, 
bey, dey, and “emperor” (of Morocco) granted freedom of 
passage to merchantmen fl ying a friendly fl ag and carrying 
the proper papers. They justifi ed what westerners called pi-
racy on the grounds that Muslims were at war with all Chris-
tians unless a treaty of friendship was signed. We would call 
Barbary policy a protection racket.

During the 1790s, the United States had paid the tribute, 
something between $1 million and $2 million. Jefferson con-
sistently condemned the payoffs (while, paradoxically, he 
opposed the proposal, in 1794, to build a navy). When he 
became president and found on his desk a reminder from 
Tripoli that the 1801 installment was due, Jefferson dis-
patched a squadron of warships to the Mediterranean to 
bombard Tripoli until the piracy ceased. Unfortunately, the 
frigate Philadelphia ran aground in Tripoli and the Pasha 
had a fine ship for his navy and 309 captives, the crew of 
the Philadelphia, to ransom, more Americans than had been 
enslaved by the Barbary states since independence. 

Marines, in a daring raid led by Stephen Decatur (“to 
the shores of Tripoli” in the Marine Corps hymn), denied 
the pasha his frigate. They boarded and burned it, making 
a national hero of Decatur. Only in 1805, however, was a 
settlement negotiated that freed the last prisoners at a cost of 
$60,000. Jefferson had discovered that the cheapest Barbary 
policy was to pay up. 

Caught in the Middle
A more serious problem was the Anglo-French war that 
began shortly after the Louisiana Purchase. Jefferson declared 
neutrality and, as during the 1790s, American shipowners 
reaped bonanza profi ts trading with both sides. Particularly 
lucrative was the re-export trade: Sugar and molasses were 
carried to the United States, then shipped—re-exported—to 
Europe. Because the ships fl ew the neutral American fl ag and 
their voyages originated in the United States, the trade did 
not, ostensibly, violate the rules of war. In two years, Ameri-
ca’s re-export business quadrupled in value from $13 million 
to $60 million.

Then, in 1806, the Anglo-French war stalemated. The Royal 
Navy was supreme at sea after the famous battle of Trafalgar 
when the British virtually destroyed the navies of France and 
its ally, Spain. On the continent, however, in rapid succession, 
Napoleon’s armies soundly defeated Britain’s allies, Austria, 
Russia, and Prussia, dictating the terms of the peace treaties.

Britain and France dug in for a protracted economic war, 
each aiming to ruin the other by crippling its trade. The 
British issued the Orders in Council which forbade neutrals 
(meaning, most of all, the United States) to trade in Europe 
unless their ships first called at a British port to purchase a 
license. New England merchants, who inclined to be pro-
British anyway, did not find the Orders intolerable; Britain 
was on the way to northern European ports anyway. How-
ever, Napoleon retaliated with the Berlin and Milan decrees 
of 1806 and 1807. They enacted what Napoleon called the 
Continental System: Neutral vessels that observed the Orders 
in Council would be seized by the French.

American merchants were caught in the middle. Within a 
year the British seized 1,000 American ships and the French 
about 500. Even then, the wartime trade was profitable. A 
Massachusetts senator calculated that if a merchant sent 
three ships out and two were dead losses, the profits from the 
third made up for them and returned a dandy profit. Statis-
tics bear him out. In 1807, at the height of the seizures, Mas-
sachusetts merchants earned $15 million in freight charges.

Impressment Again
There was more at stake than confi scated ships. During the 
wars with France, Britain launched a massive naval construc-
tion program that more than doubled the size of the Royal 
Navy. The navy had a manpower shortage far more serious 
than in the 1790s. By 1810, the navy consisted of more than 600 
warships; 175 were ships of the line, larger than any American 
vessel. The shortage of seamen to man them became critical.

Crews reduced to ineffectiveness by disease, battle, and 
desertion were routine. Impressment of replacements, from 
American as well as British vessels, became more aggressive. 
The British insisted that their captains pressed only British 
subjects. There were plenty of them on American vessels. Be-
tween 10,000 and 20,000 seamen in the American merchant 
marine were born in Britain or British colonies. (A seaman 
on an American ship was paid up to three times what British 
merchant seamen were.)

But many were naturalized American citizens, a transfer 
of allegiance the British did not recognize. And there were 

A British press-gang forces a crewman from an American ship into 
service in the Royal Navy. The British insisted that they pressed only 
British subjects, but many men born under the British flag considered 
themselves Americans and mistakes were made. If a pressed seaman 
survived and later proved he was American born, he was released but 
not compensated for the injustice done him.
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plenty of “mistakes,”—American-born sailors impressed 
into the Royal Navy by a cynical or desperate commander. 
Between 1803 and 1812, about 6,000 United States citizens 
were forced into service by British press gangs. (British courts 
were more scrupulous about the rules of impressment than 
naval commanders were; about 4,000 pressed Americans 
were released when they reached a British port.)

The impressment crisis came to a head in June 1807. 
When HMS Leopard, with fifty guns, was resupplying in the 
 Chesapeake Bay, four sailors deserted. Safely on American soil, 
they taunted their officers and made the mistake of telling them 
they had signed up in the American navy, aboard a frigate, 
the Chesapeake. The Leopard sailed off and waited. When the 
Chesapeake left port and refused to allow a  British press gang to 
board, the Leopard fired three broadsides,  killing eighteen sail-
ors. The press gang then boarded and seized the four deserters.

Three of the four were blacks, two of them American 
born. Newspapers and politicians made little of their race 
(which would have diluted the impact of their propaganda), 
but much of Britain’s arrogant insult of the nation’s honor. 
The Chesapeake was not a merchantman making a dollar for 
a Boston merchant; it was a ship of the American navy. The 
patriotic uproar was deafening. Jefferson, who had hoped to 
resolve the impressment crisis by negotiation, had to act. Still, 
he meant to avoid war with Great Britain. He chose what he 
called “peaceable coercion,” the Embargo Act of 1807.

The Embargo
The Embargo Act forbade American ships in port to set sail 
for foreign ports. Foreign vessels in American ports had to 
depart in ballast (carrying boulders or other worthless bulk 
in their hulls; no cargos). All imports and exports were pro-
hibited. Jefferson was applying the same economic pressure 
on Great Britain that had been so successful in his youth in 
winning the repeal of the Townshend Acts. “Our commerce,” 
Jefferson wrote, “is so valuable to them, that they will be glad 
to purchase it, when the only price we ask is to do us justice.”

The embargo reduced American exports from $108 mil-
lion to $22 million. The British found enough other sources 

of foodstuffs to survive. Some 6,000 American merchant 
vessels slipped out of port with cargos legally designated for 
other American ports—the coastal trade—and sailed instead 
to the West Indies or Britain. Smugglers hauling exports 
across the border into Canada was so numerous and brazen 
that Jefferson’s customs officers could only watch.

And the embargo caused grave hardships in American 
ports. Idle ships by the hundred rotted at anchor. The streets 
of ports were filled with tens of thousands of unemployed 
seamen and dock workers. Small businesses dependent on 
seamen’s and stevedores’ wages closed their doors. The 
 Federalist party, badly maimed when Jefferson was reelected 
in 1804, began to make a comeback in New England and 
New York. Farmers in Pennsylvania and the western states 
 remained good Republicans, but they complained vocifer-
ously when their crops could not be sold.

Jefferson wanted to hang on. He was sure that, in time, the 
embargo would bring Britain around. But he could not dictate 
to Republican congressmen as he once had. In the final days of 
his administration, the Embargo was repealed. On March 15, 
1809, shortly after James Madison was inaugurated the fourth 
president, it was replaced by the Non-Intercourse Act. It opened 
trade with all nations except Britain and France, providing that 
the president could reopen trade with either of those two war-
ring nations if it agreed to respect American shipping.

JEMMY APPLEJOHN AND
THE WAR OF 1812
James Madison was a political philosopher of the fi rst rank 
whose writings are still studied. But he was less suited to be a 
head of a government than Jefferson was. His only executive 
experience was as Jefferson’s secretary of state and he lacked 
his idol’s prestige. Jefferson’s enemies vilifi ed him; Madison’s 
enemies (the same crowd) ridiculed him. They mocked his 
short  stature—his famous wife, Dolley, towered over him—
his pinched face, deeply furrowed even at age 50. The writer, 
 Washington Irving quipped that “Little Jemmy” looked like a 

The Two-Term Tradition
When Washington decided against a third 
term as president, he made no point of 
principle about it. He was old and tired, 
he said. When Jefferson said he would 
retire after two terms, he understood that 
his decision was historically significant. 
“A few more precedents,” he wrote, “will 
oppose the obstacle of habit to anyone 
after a while who shall endeavor to extend 
his term. Perhaps it may beget a disposition 
to establish it by an amendment to the 
Constitution.”

Madison, Monroe, and Andrew Jackson 
all retired after two terms. So did Ulysses S. 
Grant although he later tried to run again. 
Theodore Roosevelt retired after nearly 
eight years in office although, having been 
elected only once, he could have run again 
without violating the tradition. Like Grant, 
Roosevelt tried to get the White House 
back four years after leaving it. Woodrow 
Wilson and Calvin Coolidge both wanted a 
third term but dared not say it, so powerful 
had the tradition become. Only in 1940, with 
Europe at war, did Franklin D. Roosevelt 

(FDR) seek and win a third term (and four 
years later, a fourth).

Republican hatred for FDR was so 
intense that, in 1947, two years after 
Roosevelt died, they had a kick at his 
corpse by proposing the Twenty-Second 
Amendment to the Constitution. Ratified, 
it forbids a president more than two 
terms. Ironically, the two presidents 
since who could have easily won a third 
term had it been constitutional, were 
Republicans: Dwight D. Eisenhower and 
Ronald Reagan. 
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“withered applejohn,” a dried apple. Madison was “too timid,” 
Federalist Fisher Ames said. He was “wholly unfi t for the 
Storms of War,” according to a young Jefferson Republican, 
Henry Clay.

Madison Hornswoggled
He was humiliated almost immediately by the British. David 
Erskine, the British minister in Washington, signed a treaty 
with Madison agreeing to terms which entitled Madison to 
resume trade with Britain. In April, Madison did so and hun-
dreds of American ships left port with cargos destined for 
Britain and the West Indies. Many had loaded up with  British 
manufactures and were headed home when the  British foreign 
offi ce repudiated Erskine’s treaty. An angry Madison reinstated 
Non-Intercourse while customs offi cials tried to clean up the 
mess: Which cargos coming into port were legal, which not?

In May 1810, Congress modified non-intercourse with 
Macon’s Bill No. 2. It opened commerce with both Britain 
and France with the proviso that if either of the two ceased 
to molest American shipping, the United States would cut 
off trade with the other. Macon’s Bill No. 2 was an invitation 
to mischief. Rather than avoiding war, it pledged the United 
States to become the economic ally of France or Britain, 
whichever of the two belligerents acted first.  

Napoleon was the quicker. He revoked those parts of the 
Continental System that concerned American shipping. His 
purpose was to embroil the Americans and British in a shoot-
ing war and he succeeded, despite the fact that Britain, in re-
sponse, revoked the Orders in Council. Once again, the slow-
ness of trans-Atlantic communications played a fatal part in 
events. The British agreed to American demands on June 16, 
1812. Two days later, across the ocean, under pressure from 
mostly young, super-patriotic westerners and southerners 
in Congress, Madison asked for a formal declaration of war. 
Napoleon’s trickery had worked.

Opposition to the War
Madison asked for war on behalf of American commerce and 
the American seamen who were being impressed into the Royal 
Navy. However, opposition to the war, which was considerable, 
was centered in the Northeast, the section of the country most 
deeply dependent on overseas trade. In the House of Repre-
sentatives, New England, New York, and New Jersey voted 34 
to 14 against the War of 1812. Not a single  Federalist voted for 
war. Connecticut’s governor forbade the state militia to leave 
the state, a challenge to presidential authority. 

In December 1814, Federalist leaders from Massachusetts, 
Connecticut, and Rhode Island assembled in Hartford, Con-
necticut, to discuss their grievances with “Mr. Madison’s 
War.” Hotheads at the Hartford Convention called openly 
for New England to secede from the United States rather 
than accept dictation from the South and West. However, 
moderate Federalists were in the majority. The Convention’s 
resolutions included no threats but called strongly for re-
forms that would reduce the political power of the states 
where slavery was legal. There was no mention of the moral-
ity of slavery in the resolutions. The target of the Hartford 

Convention was the Constitution’s three-fifths compromise 
that allotted the southern states extra seats in the House 
“representing” their slaves.

A few southern congressmen denounced the war for differ-
ent reasons. Their chief spokesman was the erratic, eloquent, 
and usually vitriolic John Randolph of Roanoke, Virginia. 
Pompously or, perhaps whimsically, they called themselves 
“Tertium Quids,” Latin for the “third somethings.” They were 
not Federalists, but neither were they quite  Republicans. They 
were the true Jeffersonians, they said, cleaving to the  Republican 
principles that Madison and Jefferson himself had abandoned 
as early as 1806. Randolph listed those principles as

love of peace, hatred of offensive war, jealousy of the State 
Governments toward the General Government; a dread 
of standing armies; a loathing of public debt, taxes, and 
excises; tenderness for the liberty of the citizen, jealous, 
Argus-eyed jealousy of the patronage of the President.

In 1812, Randolph accused Madison of embracing 
 Hamiltonian militarism. Not one to mince words, he said 
that the president’s army was an assembly of “mercenaries 
picked up from brothels and tippling houses.”

The War Hawks
Who wanted war? Most Republicans representing agricultural 
regions voted for it. The Pennsylvania, southern, and western 
delegations in the House voted 65 to 15 to go to war. They were 
led by a young and exuberant gaggle of congressmen, many 
elected for the fi rst time in 1810, known as “War Hawks.” They 
brimmed with the cocky belligerence of youth and they were 
super-nationalists. They had been conditioned by Jefferson 
and his followers to regard Great Britain as the national enemy. 
They dreamed of completing the work of the Revolution by 
conquering Canada and annexing it to the United States.

The notion of conquering Canada was not far-fetched. 
Many Americans had settled in Upper Canada, present-
day Ontario. Some openly called for making the region an 
American state. Militarily, the prospects for an American war 
of expansion were pretty good. Locked in mortal battle with 
Napoleon, Great Britain had reduced its professional army in 
Canada to a few thousand soldiers. There were large  Canadian 
militias, but their reputations were no better than those of 
their American counterparts.

Canada’s only formidable defenders were the Indian tribes 
of the Northwest Territory. They were bitterly anti-
American; they were numerous and well armed by the 
British; and they had been revitalized by a religious revival 
and the emergence of the greatest of Native American leaders. 
Had the Indians’ power been intact in 1812, the War Hawks 
might have been less cocky. But it was not. In  November 
1811, it had been shattered.

Revival
Canada’s defense depended on the Delawares,  Pottawottamies, 
Miamis, Shawnees, and some refugee Iroquois living south 
of the Great Lakes. Demoralized after their defeat at Fallen 
Timbers in 1794, the Indians of present-day Indiana and 



 Illinois were revitalized in the early 1800s by a reformed 
Shawnee drunk turned visionary, Tenskwatawa. Americans 
called him “The Prophet.” 

Tenskwatawa preached pan-tribalism. That is, he said that 
Indians must give up their ancient tribal animosities and 
recognize that all of them together had a common enemy 

in the relentlessly advancing white settlers. In order to stop 
the loss of their lands, the Prophet said, Indians must cease 
adopting white ways. They must move out of American-style 
houses, discard clothing made of purchased cloth, and stop 
using the white man’s tools. The Prophet even preached that 
Indians should extinguish all their fires, for they had been ig-
nited using the white man’s flint and steel, and start new ones 
using Indian methods. Most important of all, Indians must 
give up the white man’s alcohol, which, obvious to all, was 
the major element in the moral decay of the  native peoples. 

White settlers in the Northwest Territory paid little attention 
to the Indian religious revival until, in 1808, Tenskwatawa’s 
followers expelled Christian Indians from their lands and 
founded a town, Tippecanoe (or Prophetstown) which was 
soon quite large. There, the Prophet’s brother, Tecumseh 
(“Panther Lying in Wait’), by force of his intelligence and char-
ismatic personality, made himself the chief of a confederation 
of virtually all the tribes of the Northwest Territory.

Tecumseh and Tippecanoe
Tenskwatawa was an inspired preacher, a mystic who was 
sometimes cockeyed. Unlike Tecumseh, however, he was no 
warrior. Tecumseh’s reputation for bravery in battle dated 
back to the Indian victory over General St. Clair in 1792 when 
he was a teenager. Most important than bravery, Tecumseh 
understood the Americans’ culture and strengths. For ten 
years, he had lived among whites, developing a strong per-
sonal friendship with a prominent Ohioan, James Galloway. 
Galloway owned 300 books with which Tecumseh educated 
himself. In 1808, he proposed marriage to Galloway’s daugh-
ter, Rebecca. She consented on the condition that Tecumseh 
abandon Indian ways; they must live like Americans.

Tecumseh was torn. In the end, more sensible than most 
people in love, he concluded that his culture was too impor-
tant to him. He left Rebecca and Ohio to join his brother at 
Tippecanoe. The sensible Tecumseh modified the Prophet’s 
commandments. He exempted the white man’s firearms 
from the Prophet’s list of taboos and he ended the persecu-
tion of Christian Indians. He embarked on long journeys 
to convert more tribes to the Prophet’s revitalization move-
ment or, at least, to Tecumseh’s pan-Indian military alliance. 
His effectiveness—even the nobility of his character—was 

Tecumseh, a Shawnee, was born about 1768. No other Indian leader 
quite measures up to him. He was well educated (self-educated) and 
understood the culture of the white settlers from having lived among 
them. He was devoted to preserving Indian cultures but did not share 
the mischievous mysticism of his brother, “The Prophet.” Had he been 
at his capital, Tippecanoe, in 1811, it is unlikely the Indians would 
have suffered their crushing defeat there. Tecumseh was killed in 
battle in 1813.
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The Star-Spangled Banner
On the evening of September 13, 1814, 
Francis Scott Key, a lawyer, was detained 
on a British ship where he was arranging 
for the release of a prisoner. That night, 
the British shelled Fort McHenry, the chief 
defense for the city of Baltimore. The fort 
held out and the sight of the American flag 
waving atop its ramparts next morning 
inspired Key to write a verse, “The Star-
Spangled Banner.”

Key did the nation no favor by choosing 
as music an English song, “To Anacreon 
in Heaven.” Perhaps because “Anacreon” 
was a bar-room drinking song, sung by 
people who, at the moment, did not care 
what they sounded like, “The Star Spangled 
Banner” resists attractive vocalization 
by all but the most gifted professional 
singers. This unfortunate reality has not 
discouraged the assignment of important 
renditions of the song to teenage rock and 

roll guitarists, actresses from television 
comedies, and mayors’ nephews.

“The Star-Spangled Banner” has 
not been the national anthem for very 
long. Although unofficially sung as one 
since Key published it in 1814, it was 
not officially adopted by Congress until 
1931 after a century’s worth of evidence 
that the tune, at least, should have been 
scrapped.
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Washington, D.C.
Aug. 24-28, 1814

MAP 12:2 The War of 1812. Until the final battle of New Orleans, the War of 1812 was fought at sea and on the Canadian-American 
border. The capitals of both belligerents were burned by the enemy, York (now Toronto) in April 1813, Washington in August 1814.

universally recognized. The British knew that Tecumseh and 
his confederation were Canada’s only dependable defense 
against the Americans. His enemy, William Henry Harrison, 
the territorial governor of Indiana, called him “one of those 
uncommon geniuses who spring up occasionally to produce 
revolutions and overturn the established order of things.”

In 1811, Tecumseh traveled south to enlist the large 
 Cherokee, Creek, Choctaw, and Chickasaw tribes in his 

 confederacy. Had he succeeded and launched a coordinated 
attack on the frontier from Lake Michigan to the Gulf of 
Mexico, the white westerners would have suffered a serious 
defeat.

It was not to be. Allowing blood relationship to rule his 
better judgment, Tecumseh had left the Prophet in control of 
Tippecanoe during his absence. He emphatically instructed 
Tenskwatawa to keep the peace with the whites until he 



 returned. But a man who believed in visions was not a man 
to whom to entrust such a task.

In November 1811, Governor Harrison arrived at 
 Tippecanoe, camping about a mile away from the town with 
1,000 soldiers. He had come to fight but was alarmed to dis-
cover that he was badly outnumbered by well-armed Indian 
 warriors, possibly as many as 3,000. He was leaning toward 
withdrawing when The Prophet ordered an attack on the 
American camp. The Indians came within an ace of overun-
ning Harrison’s army, but his line held and the Americans 
counterattacked, winning the day. Tippecanoe’s inhabitants 
scattered, most fleeing to Canada. Harrison leveled the town. 
He was an instant hero to the War Hawks who took their seats 
in Congress unrestrained by fear of Tecumseh’s Confederacy.

Bunglers
Nevertheless, the American assault on Canada was a fi asco. 
New York militia refused to cross the Niagara River. They 
delayed a mass desertion only long enough to watch a duel 
between two bickering American offi cers (which Canadians 
across the river also enjoyed). Surprised at American ineffec-

tiveness, the British, Canadians, and Indians counterattacked 
and captured Detroit. An Indian force destroyed the stock-
ade at Chicago, then called Fort Dearborn.

A Canadian-Indian offensive—in five of the seven land 
battles of the war, Indians outnumbered white soldiers on 
the British side—was stymied when, in September 1813, 
Captain Oliver Hazard Perry secured control of Lake Erie for 
the Americans. Receiving his famous message, “We have met 
the enemy and they are ours,” William Henry Harrison led 
4,500 men toward York (now Toronto), the capital of upper 
Canada.

There, the British and Canadians proved as inept as the 
Americans. According to Tecumseh, who was with them, 
they were cowards. He told the British commander, “We 
must compare our father’s conduct to a fat dog that carries 
its tail upon its back, but when afrightened drops it between 
its legs and runs off.” Harrison defeated the combined force 
at the Battle of the Thames and burned the public buildings 
in the city. Tecumseh was killed.

In the meantime, Canadian forces invaded New York 
via Burgoyne’s route and were stopped at Lake Champlain, 

The Battle of New Orleans. Like many other patriotic paintings, this one was concerned more with arousing national pride (and celebrating 
Andrew Jackson) than in accuracy. The British troops never got closer than a hundred yards of the American position. General Jackson did 
not direct the battle from a position in which he could have easily been killed.
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again by a freshwater navy commanded by Captain Thomas 
 Macdonough. Ironically, while Americans won few victories 
on land, American naval forces on both the lakes and the 
ocean won most of their encounters.

The British revenged the burning of York in August 1814 
when they launched an amphibious raid on Washington, 
D.C. The troops burned the Capitol and the White House. 
British officers claimed that they ate a dinner, still warm, that 
had been set for James and Dolley Madison. Dolley Madison 
saved the Gilbert Stuart portrait of George Washington and 
several valuable documents. President Madison, braver than 
he, his supporters, and his critics ever acknowledged, nar-
rowly escaped capture when he rode out of Washington to 
rally the city’s American defenders. (They fled, abandoning 
him.)

The Battle of New Orleans
Napoleon abdicated in the spring of 1814, freeing British 
troops for American service. Some 8,000 experienced sol-
diers under General Sir Edward Pakenham sailed to the Gulf 
of Mexico with orders to occupy New Orleans. The city was 
undefended. It augured to be an American disaster. Instead, 
Packenham was humiliated by a Tennessean who hurriedly 
organized a defense of the city, Andrew Jackson.

Jackson was a self taught lawyer, a slave owner, a land-
speculator, an Indian fighter, and notorious as a duelist. At 
New Orleans, he cobbled together an army of 2,000  Kentucky 
and Tennessee riflemen, New Orleans merchants, two battal-
ions of free blacks, some Choctaw Indians, and artillerymen 
in the employ of a pirate-businessman, Jean Lafitte. Jackson’s 
men threw up earthworks 5 miles south of New Orleans, the 

Mississippi River on their right, swamp on the left. Jackson 
created a wide-open battlefield with his own army well pro-
tected.

Packenham should have paid closer attention to the bat-
tlefield Jackson had designed. But, like so many British gen-
erals, he disdained American soldiers too reflexively to take 
notice of how unfavorable his situation was. He sent his army 
through a morning mist in a straightforward frontal assault. 
Lafitte’s cannoneers raked the British with grapeshot. When 
the redcoats were 200 yards from Jackson’s earthworks, the 
riflemen opened up with “a leaden torrent no man on earth 
could face.” More than 2,000 British soldiers fell dead—one 
in four on the expedition! They never got close to the Ameri-
can lines. In the mist and gunpowder smoke, few ever saw 
the fortifications. Only seven Americans were killed, four 
of them when they mindlessly pursued the fleeing British. 
After the battle, Jackson hanged as many American soldiers 
for  desertion as were killed during it.

Ironically, the Treaty of Ghent, which restored British-
American relations to what they had been before the war, 
had already been signed. Nevertheless, the news of Jackson’s 
astonishing victory had an electrifying effect on the country. 
So glorious a conclusion to an unnecessary and mostly ca-
lamitous war seemed to many a divine reaffirmation of the 
nation’s destiny. When, within three years, Jackson crushed 
the Creeks in the southeast and Stephen Decatur returned 
to the Barbary Coast to sting the Algerians, Americans could 
imagine they had won respect in a world where armed might 
was the measure of greatness. According to another of those 
measures, a nation’s sway over vast territory, the United 
States had already captured European attention.
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DISCOVERY

The Treaty of Paris of 1783 confirmed the independence of the thirteen former 
colonies. During the war, almost all of the new states extended the vote to many 
who had been denied it under British rule. Some states liberalized property and 
inheritance laws. But some groups of Americans gained no new benefits from 
Independence. Who were they? Why, do you think, they were ignored?
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New Jersey Gives the Vote to All

Culture and Society:  When the Second Continental Congress was debating independence in the spring of 1776, 
John Adams received the following letter from his wife (and only trusted advisor), Abigail. To what extent, do you 
think, she was joking with her husband? To what extent was she serious? How did the patriots of the Revolutionary 
era respond to suggestions like those Abigail Adams made? The image, “New Jersey Gives the Vote to all ‘Free 
Inhabitants,’” depicts women voting. Does this mean that woman suffrage was a consequence of independence?

Abigail Adams to John Adams, Braintree, 31 March 1776 

I long to hear that you have declared an 
independancy-and by the way in the new 
Code of Laws which I suppose it will be 
necessary for you to make I desire you 
would Remember the Ladies, and be more 
generous and favourable to them than your 
ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power 
into the hands of the Husbands. Remember 
all Men would be tyrants if they could. If 
perticuliar care and attention is not paid to 
the Ladies we are determined to foment a 
Rebelion, and will not hold ourselves bound 
by any Laws in which we have no voice, or 
Representation.

That your Sex are Naturally Tyrannical 
is a Truth so thoroughly established as to 
admit of no dispute, but such of you as wish 
to be happy willingly give up the harsh title 
of Master for the more tender and endearing 
one of Friend. Why then, not put it out of the 
power of the vicious and the Lawless to use 
us with cruelty and indignity with impunity. 
Men of Sense in all Ages abhor those customs 
which treat us only as the vassals of your 
Sex. Regard us then as Beings placed by 
providence under your protection and in 
immitation of the Supreem Being make use 
of that power only for our happiness.
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To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”

What precedents—examples for future presidents—did George Washington try to 
establish during his eight years in the offi ce?

Politics and Foreign Relations: The engraving, “Mort de Louis XVI,” showing the execution of the king by French 
revolutionaries in 1793, was circulated throughout the United States.  How did President Washington respond to the 
news?  How did the American people in general react?  Also in 1793, France and Great Britain went to war.  Did Louis 
XVI’s execution have any bearing on Washington’s proclamation of neutrality in that war despite continuing animosity 
toward Britain and the American alliance with France?  Washington did not mention the king in his proclamation.  What 
reasons did he give for neutrality?

Re
pr

od
uc

ed
 fr

om
 th

e 
Co

lle
ct

io
ns

 o
f t

he
 L

ib
ra

ry
 o

f C
on

gr
es

s,
 P

rin
ts

 a
nd

 P
ho

to
gr

ap
hs

 
Di

vi
si

on
, W

as
hi

ng
to

n,
 D

.C
. [

LC
-U

SZ
62

-1
24

55
2]

Mort de Louis XVI

“George Washington on Foreign Affairs”

. . . After deliberate examination, with the 
aid of the best lights I could obtain, I was 
well satisfied that our country, under all 
the circumstances of the case, had a right 
to take, and was bound in duty and interest 
to take, a neutral position. Having taken 
it, I determined, as far as should depend 
upon me, to maintain it, with moderation, 
perseverance, and firmness. . . .

The duty of holding a neutral conduct 
may be inferred, without any thing more, 
from the obligation which justice and 
humanity impose on every nation, in 

cases in which it is free to act, to maintain 
inviolate the relations of peace and amity 
towards other nations. 

The inducements of interest for observing 
that conduct will best be referred to your 
own reflections and experience. With me, a 
predominant motive has been to endeavour 
to gain time to our country to settle and 
mature its yet recent institutions, and to 
progress without interruption to that degree 
of strength and consistency, which is necessary 
to give it, humanly speaking, the command 
of its own fortunes. . . .
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Chapter 13

Nationalism: 
Culture, Politics, 
Diplomacy
1815–1824

A national language is a bond of national union.  Every engine should be employed 
to render the people of this country national; to call their attachments home to their 
own country; and to inspire them with the pride of national character.

—Noah Webster

I have heard something said about allegiance to the South.  I know no South, no 
North, no West, to which I owe any allegiance.

—Henry Clay

E
vidence of northern dislike of southerners and 
vice versa dates to the first years of the English 
settlements in North America. Puritan preach-
ers in New England warned their congregations 
about the irreligion and immorality into which 

the people of the tobacco colonies had fallen. Marylanders 
and Virginians responded that New Englanders were self-
righteous hypocrites.

The societies of the northern and southern colonies devel-
oped so differently that few European visitors failed to com-
ment upon the contrast. The South was almost entirely rural 
and agricultural with few towns. The South was dominated 
socially and politically by great tobacco planters who, at the 
top, owned acres by the thousand and slaves by the hundred. 

Most northerners were farmers too, of course, but on small 
holdings worked by members of the family and, among the 
most prosperous, maybe three or four servants or slaves. And 
there were three large cities in the North—Philadelphia, New 
York, and Boston—and dozens of vibrant towns larger than 
any town in the South except Charleston. From Pennsylvania 
north, the social and cultural norms were defined by business-
men ranging from merchant princes engaged in seaborne 

trade to retailers, artisans, and hustling middlemen who 
bought and sold agricultural produce and wholesale goods 
manufactured in the cities or abroad.

TWO SECTIONS, ONE
COUNTRY
The North was capitalistic; its economy was based on the 
fact that everything had a money value, its culture was in-
creasingly centered on acquiring wealth. To the planters 
of the South, who saw themselves as aristocrats entrusted 
with the responsibility of looking after a society based on 
personal relationships, northerners were narrow-minded 
money-grubbers. In northern eyes, southerners were indo-
lent, unprogressive, and, depending on their social class, 
either parasites or toadies.

Thomas Jefferson (who thought of himself as a Virginian!)
drew up a list of contrasting character traits that distinguished 
northerners from southerners. Northerners were cool and 
sober, southerners fiery and “voluptuary.” Northerners were 
hard-working, self-interested, and devious; southerners were 



lazy, generous, and candid. Northerners were “jealous of 
their own liberties, and just to those of  others.” Southerners 
were “zealous for their own liberties, but trampling on those 
of others.”

Sectionalism
The most conspicuous distinction between North and South 
was the enduring vitality of African slavery below the Mason-
Dixon line. After the War for Independence, the northern 
states abolished slavery. It was a painless experience in almost 
every state because slaves were few in the North; slavery was 
incidental to the northern economy. In the South, however, 
African Americans were numerous, a majority of the popula-
tion in some counties of Virginia and South Carolina. Slavery 
was the bedrock on which the southern economy was built.

Slavery was a troublesome sectional issue at the Constitu-
tional Convention of 1787 and was put to rest only by the con-
trived “three-fifths compromise.”  But it was put to rest. Only 
South Carolinians and Georgians aggressively defended slavery. 
The people of the upper south, even planters who owned hun-
dreds of slaves, inclined to the belief that the institution was 
dying. Given time, it would disappear, and good riddance to it.

The issues of the 1790s that led to the formation of the 
Federalist and Jefferson Republican parties reflected Ameri-
can sectionalism. The core of Federalist support was in New 
England and New York. The Republicans depended on com-
fortable majorities in the southern states for their strength. 
Jefferson’s trade policies and the War of 1812 aggravated 
North–South animosities. Southerners wanted the war and 
overwhelmingly supported it. Most New Englanders were 
opposed to it first to last. Federalist extremists proposed that 
the northeastern states, including New York, secede from the 
Union and form a nation free of southern domination.

Even before the war, however, there were indications of a 
resurgence of the patriotism of the Revolutionary era and 
the nationalism that had animated the men who wrote the 
Constitution. In 1815, when the War of 1812 ended with 
Andrew Jackson’s miraculous victory at the battle of New 

Orleans and Stephen Decatur returned to the Barbary Coast 
to decisively punish Algiers, a wave of exuberant national pa-
triotism seemed to drown sectional feelings everywhere. The 
mood swing was so obvious that, in welcoming the south-
ern president James Monroe to Boston, an editor wrote that 
Monroe presided over an “Era of Good Feelings.”

Patriotic Culture
During the postwar years, the Fourth of July became a major 
popular holiday of sometimes raucous patriotic celebration. 
Formerly, Independence Day had been observed with reli-
gious services, long, scholarly addresses that were more lec-
tures than speeches, and decorous promenades by the social 
elite in city squares. Ordinary people who were not church-
goers, paid little attention to the observances. After 1815, the 
Glorious Fourth combusted into a day when everyone laid 

Cleaning up the Good Book
Not all of Noah Webster’s spelling reforms caught on, 
although some may be found in student essays to this day: 
karacter, wimmen, definit, fether, tung, bred (bread). Indeed, 
Webster himself traveled to England in 1828 and was so 
swept off his feet by the sophistication and praises of English 
literary figures that he recanted his spellings of gaol, kerb,
and soon, but it was too late. Americans liked jail and curb.

Webster was brilliant; he taught himself twenty languages. 
He was also humorless, socially awkward, and excruciatingly 
pious. He prepared an edition of the Bible in which he left out 
words “offensive to delicacy.”

Many words are offensive, especially for females, as 
to create a reluctance in young persons to attend Bible 
classes and schools, in which they are required to read 
passages which cannot be repeated without a blush; 
and containing words which on other occasions a child 
ought not to utter without rebuke.

1800 1805 1810 1815 1820 1825 1830

Nationalism and Expansion

1807 Fulton’s Clermont  steams up Hudson

1815 Steamboats on Mississippi

1817–1825 James Monroe president

1818  Florida purchased from Spain

1820 Missouri Compromise

1806 National Road begun

Erie Canal completed  1825

 Baltimore and Ohio RR begun  1828
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down their tools and locked the doors of their shops to pay 
homage to “the greatest country on earth” with mass picnics, 
excessive drink, and boisterous gaiety.

Patriotism permeated popular art. Woodcarvers and paint-
ers trimmed canal boats, sailing ships, stagecoaches, and pri-
vate homes with screaming eagles clutching braces of arrows; 
the idealized vigilant female figure who personified liberty; 
and the flag, “Old Glory,” the only national ensign that had 
progress sewn into it. Between 1816 and 1821, six new stars 
were added to the flag as six new states entered the Union.

The samplers that girls made to display their mastery of 
needlecraft now had patriotic as often as religious themes: 
the Stars and Stripes, or the brave sayings of national heros 
like Nathan Hale’s “I regret that I have but one life to give 
for my country” and Decatur’s “Our country right or wrong.” 
Newspapers published verses touting the glories of the United 
States. Francis Scott Key wrote the instantly popular “Star-
Spangled Banner” in the waning days of the War of 1812; it 
was just the most durable of many patriotic songs of the era.

Inspirational Reading
In 1817, Attorney General William Wirt published a biogra-
phy of Patrick Henry in which he perhaps infl ated the role 
of the Virginian in the War for Indpendence. The book’s 
success inspired patriots from other states to write over-
blown celebrations of the virtues of their homegrown heros. 
Massachusetts revived the memory of Paul Revere. In 1825, 

100,000 people attended the laying of the cornerstone of a 
monument on Bunker Hill. The master of ceremonies, Mas-
sachusetts congressman and peerless orator, Daniel Webster, 
told the audience, “Let our object be our country, our whole 
country, and nothing but our country.”

Rhode Islanders touted Nathaniel Greene even though 
he moved to South Carolina after the British were defeated. 
South Carolina had its own Revolutionary hero, the “Swamp 
Fox,” Francis Marion, who, with scant resources, harassed a 
British army to frustration.

Less controversial because of its singular subject was 
Mason Locke Weems’s The Life and Memorable Actions of 
George Washington. Originally published in 1800, Weems’s 
unblushing exercise in hero worship peaked in popularity 
during the 1810s and early 1820s, running through fifty-nine 
editions. It was Weems who invented the story of the boy 
Washington chopping down the cherry tree and telling his 
father “I cannot tell a lie” and of an older Washington throw-
ing a silver dollar across the Rappahannock River. So noble 
was the father of his country that he could not fib; so far 
did he tower above other nations’ heroes that even in physi-
cal strength he was a superman: “It is hardly an exaggera-
tion to say that he was as pious as Numa; just as Aristides; 
temperate as Epictetes; patriotic as Regulus; impartial as 
Severus,” Weems wrote, challenging readers’ recollection of 
the  ancient history that all boys in grammar schools (“college 
prep” schools) had studied.

The Fourth of July, 1818. Twenty years earlier, The Fourth was a holiday to which only the genteel paid much attention, 
promenading in their best clothing. After the widespread patriotism aroused by the War of 1812, Independence Day became a 
raucous, popular holiday, lubricated by free-flowing liquor.
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Another influential author was Noah Webster, whose 
American Spelling Book, first published in 1783, sold more than 
60 million copies in perhaps 300 editions. Webster did not get 
rich from the astronomical sales; in 1808 he sold the rights to 
his book for $2,365. However, he unknowingly won immor-
tatlity as the father of that unique American institution, the 
spelling bee. Webster was a stickler for correct, uniform spell-
ing. It saddened him that even so prominent a figure as the 
explorer, William Clark, in his journal of the transcontinental 
expedition, spelled mosquito nineteen different ways. 

From Webster’s “blue-backed speller,” schoolchildren 
learned that the American tongue was unique, different 
from British English and destined to grow yet more distinct. 
 Webster himself tried to strip English of decadent Old World 
affectations and proposed many spelling reforms, the least 
radical of which caught on and survive today:  American labor, 
theater, curb, and jail for British labour, theatre, kerb, and
gaol. Webster’s American Dictionary of the English  Language,
published in 1828, also distinguished American English from 
British English by including hundreds of words Americans 
had adopted from Indian languages.

For their literature, Americans continued to look to 
 England. The first generation of self-consciously American 
writers came of age during the Era of Good Feelings but had 
not yet made their mark. Still, Washington Irving’s Sketch 
Book, published in 1820, was popular and praised on both 
sides of the ocean. Another New Yorker, James Fenimore 
Cooper, wrote on American themes, most famously the all-
American frontiersman Natty Bumppo, who was the supe-
rior of Indians thanks to civilization and more virtuous than 
Europeans because he lived close to nature.

Nationalism in the Courtroom
The Supreme Court under Chief Justice John Marshall re-
mained a bastion of Federalist nationalism through sixteen 
years dominated by a Jeffersonian presidency and Congress. 
Then and after the War of 1812, the Virginian dominated the 
Court. (He was Chief Justice for thirty-four years, the record.) 
Most of the Court’s decisions were unanimous; a majority 
of them—all of the landmark decisions—were written by 
 Marshall himself. Marshall strove for unanimity. He believed 

Sanctity of Contracts
Scarcely less important to John Marshall 
than nationalism was his dedication 
to the inviolability of contracts. Even 
when he found the terms of a contract 
morally repellent, as he did in Fletcher
v. Peck (1810), he insisted that it be 
honored. In 1794, a corrupt Georgia 
legislature—just about every member 
was bribed—sold 35 million acres of 
what is now Alabama and Mississippi to 
speculators for 1.5 ¢ an acre. Two years 
later, an entirely new legislature elected 

in protest rescinded the sale and voided 
the deeds of those who had purchased 
land from the speculators. One such 
buyer, Robert Fletcher, sued to have the 
recision invalidated as a violation of the 
Constitution’s “contract clause” (Article 1, 
Section 10). Reprehensible as the justices 
found the corruption, the Court held that 
the original sale was nonetheless a legal 
contract and could not be rescinded.

In Dartmouth College v. Woodward
(1819), Marshall ruled that a royal charter 
of 1769 granting self-governance to 

Dartmouth College, a private corporation, 
was a contract. It could not, therefore, be 
invalidated by the New Hampshire state 
legislature, no matter that invalidation 
might be more in the public interest than 
the private status of Dartmouth.

In Ogden v. Saunders (1827), Marshall 
found himself in dissent in a contract case. 
All those years of Republican presidents 
appointing justices had caught up with 
him. In a 4 to 3 decision, the Court ruled 
that contract rights were not absolute.

John Marshall was 46 years old when, in 1801, during his final days 
as president, John Adams named him Chief Justice of the United 
States. Marshall remained head of the Supreme Court until his death 
in 1835. No other Chief Justice has served longer. Nor has any shaped 
American development as profoundly as Marshall did. He established 
the Court’s power to rule on the constitutionality of state and federal 
laws, the supremacy of federal over state law, and–not so lastingly–
the inviolability of contracts.
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that if the Court was to be respected as the ultimate word 
on the meaning of the law, it should speak with one voice. 
 Dissents encouraged doubts about the Court’s wisdom.
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Marshall was likable, generous, and accommodating. He 
remained friendly with the fiercest critics of his politics and 
philosophy—Thomas Jefferson excepted, but not James 
Monroe—and close personal friends with some. His man-
ner when not on the bench was informal and unguarded. 
We of the twenty-first century would be more comfortable 
in his company than with any other public figure of the era. 
In order to avoid dissents, he was willing to modify his own 
opinions and wording to win over justices who expressed 
reservations with which Marshall could come to terms.

Thanks to his affable and sociable personality—for as 
long as he could do so, Marshall arranged that the justices all 
roomed at the same boardinghouse—he converted most of 
Jefferson’s and Madison’s Republican appointees to the Court 
to his nationalism. In chambers by day, in the evening at their 
boardinghouse, over law books and tumblers brimming with 
Marshall’s beloved Madeira wine, his court whittled away at 
state power and strengthened the federal government.

In Martin v. Hunter’s Lessee (1816), Marshall established 
the Court’s authority to reverse the decision of a state court. 
In McCulloch v. Maryland (1819), a unanimous decision, 
Marshall told Maryland and other states that their legisla-
tures could not tax the Bank of the United States because, 
although it was privately owned, the bank had been char-
tered by Congress to serve a public purpose. “The power to 
tax involves the power to destroy,” Marshall wrote. In words 
deliberately selected to reflect Alexander Hamilton’s in argu-
ing the constitutonality of the first Bank of the United States 
with Jefferson, Marshall made Hamilton’s broad construc-
tion of the constitution a principle of the Court.

Gibbons  v. Ogden (1824) denied the states a voice in regulat-
ing any commerce that was interstate, that is, involving more 
than one state. Aaron Ogden held a monopoly on steamboat 
navigation on the Hudson River granted by the New York 
state legislature. Thomas Gibbons had a federal license to run 
steamboats across the Hudson between New York and New 
Jersey. Ogden tried to stop him. Marshall ruled that Gibbons’s 
federal license trumped Ogden’s state-granted monoply.

Henry Clay
Henry Clay was a dyed in the wool nationalist, a latter-day 
Alexander Hamilton in some ways. He was elected to Con-
gress in 1810 as a War Hawk and, at the age of 33, was named 
Speaker of the House by the War Hawk Congress. Clay re-
mained Speaker until 1821 except for a year when he was ap-
pointed as a peace commissioner to negotiate a treaty to end 
the War of 1812. The Speakership was a powerful position, 
more powerful than the president in so far as legislation was 
concerned. The president could veto an act of Congress, but 
he could not initiate one. A shrewd Speaker had an immense, 
even decisive say, in how bills were worded, which ones got to 
the fl oor of the House for consideration, and which way the 
fi nal tally went. Clay was very shrewd.

The Speaker’s key power lay in the fact that, at the outset of 
each Congress, he assigned representatives to the committees 
where the real work of the House was done. (The House floor 
was for oratory and voting.) Clay could ensure that his allies 

and supporters had a majority on the committees important 
to him, his opponents powerless to shape a bill, and his sworn 
enemies banished to committees concerned with trivial issues.

But Clay did not make enemies easily. He rarely used com-
mittee assignments as punishments. He was, by nature, a 
compromiser and builder of majorities who understood that 
a Congressman who voted against him on one bill might 
be persuaded to vote with him on another issue if they re-
mained on friendly or at least civil terms. And he was a most 
popular man, in Congress and out. He was keenly intelligent 
and a dazzling orator who attracted crowds to the Capitol 
when he was scheduled to speak. His manners were gracious; 
he was witty and sociable. He charmed women and won the 
loyalty of men. He was equally comfortable sipping claret 
with an elegant lady and playing faro with “the boys” until all 
the whiskey and tobacco were gone.

The American System
Clay was ambitious. He wanted very badly to be president. 
He meant to make himself the man who could not be denied 

Young Henry Clay when he was Speaker of the House of Representatives. 
He had known nothing but success in politics; he was popular with his 
colleagues and already something of a hero to many westerners. He had 
no doubt that he would one day be elected president, perhaps in 1824 
when James Monroe’s second term ended. As an old man, Clay would 
look back on his life astonished (and bitter) that he never was elected.
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the White House by promoting a comprehensive program 
that would bind northeasterners, southerners, and western-
ers together economically as the Constitution had united 
them politically.

He called his program the “American System.” Its centerpiece 
was a national bank patterned on Hamilton’s Bank of the United 
States. The BUS was the sole depository of the government’s 
money, much of it in the form of bank notes issued by local 
state banks that had been paid into the Treasury as taxes and 
by purchasers of federal land in the West. Its huge cash reserves 
enabled the Bank to control just how much paper money each 
state bank printed. That is, if a bank ignored BUS guidelines 
and printed too much paper in order to make loans, the BUS 
shut it down by presenting the bank’s notes in its possession 
(inevitably a lot of them) and demanding gold and silver coin 
in return. No bank kept enough gold and silver in its vaults to 
redeem, at one time, more than a fraction of the notes it had is-
sued. The financial power of the BUS looming over local banks 
was to ensure that their practices were conservative.

There was no Bank of the United States between 1811 
and 1816. When the charter of Hamilton’s BUS came up for 
renewal in 1811, the Jeffersonian Congress refused. The con-
sequences were dire. Without regulation, many state banks, 
especially in the West, loosed a torrent of bank notes to lend to 
land speculators. The most reckless—crooked, actually—were 
called wildcat banks because, it was said, in order to avoid 
people demanding coin, they were located nearer to where 
the wildcats prowled than to human population centers. Bank 
failures were numerous, each one wiping out the savings of 
honest depositors. By 1816, enough of the same Congressmen 
who killed the first BUS had repented and chartered the Sec-
ond Bank of the United States for a period of twenty years.

THE TRANSPORTATION
REVOLUTION
As a westerner, Henry Clay appreciated the need beyond the 
Appalachians for internal improvements: good roads, canals, 
bridges, docks in riverfront cities. The problem was that the 

young western states (and territories) lacked a suffi cient tax 
base to fi nance such costly projects. As the second part of 
the American System, Clay proposed that the federal govern-
ment pay the bills.

That made for a tougher fight than the BUS charter. Many 
legislators from the old states saw no reason to increase their 
tax burden to pay for distant building projects from which 
they would reap no benefit.

Clay won some supporters in the Northeast by tying in-
ternal improvements projects with his support for a protec-
tive tariff, the third element of his system. During the years 
of the Embargo and the War of 1812, northeastern invest-
ment capital had shifted significantly from overseas trade 
into manufacturing. (See Chapter 14.) Clay pointed out that 
a populous West would provide an ever-growing market for 

Turnpikes
Privately owned turnpike companies 
built more roads in the United States 
between 1800 and 1830 than the federal 
and state governments combined, 10,000 
miles of them according to the best 
etimate. Turnpikes were toll roads, built 
and managed by investors who had been 
granted a charter by the state legislature. 
The name derived from the fact that at 
toll stations in medieval England, a pike 
blocked the roadway until the fee was 
paid whence it was swiveled—”turned.”

Most early American turnpikes were 
corduroy roads. However, the most 
ambitious and profitable, the sixty-two-
mile-long Philadelphia-Lancaster Pike 
(present-day U.S. 30) was designed by John 
MacAdam and had a macadam surface.

Tolls were cheap; 25 ¢ every 10 miles 
or so for a wagon, a dime for a traveler 
on horseback, variable rates for a herd of 
cattle or flock of sheep. Some charters 
required turnpike companies to allow 
locals to use them free over short hauls; 
others forbade collecting tolls on Sunday. 

It was well known that few turnpikes 
made much money, but there were 
enough willing investors that several 
thousand companies were organized 
to build them during the first half of the 
century. Local merchants were happy to 
break even on their investments because 
good roads to and from town increased 
business. When a turnpike was a big 
loser—many were—the owners turned 
the road over to the state or county which 
usually converted it into a free public 
highway.

A stagecoach collapses at the end of a corduroy road. Although the 
cause of this accident is not clear, such mishaps, often resulting in 
serious injuries and deaths, not to mention horses that had to be shot, 
were common on dirt, corduroy, and plank roads. Note that there 
are no springs on the coach. Riding on a such a vehicle was an ordeal 
even when it completed its journey without mishap.
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the products of Eastern mills and factories if the goods could 
be gotten to the westerners.

Clay was least successful in winning southern support 
for the American System. The market for cotton—now the 
South’s most important crop—was in Europe, chiefly Great 
Britain. The American System offered little to cotton planters 
but the higher prices—thanks to higher import duties—that 
they would have to pay to clothe, shoe, and put tools into the 
hands of their slaves.

Roads
Most southern roads were no better than the narrow tracks 
through forests. Dirt roads everywhere were churned into im-
passable quagmires within days of a heavy rain. In the North-
east, maintaining highways was the responsibility of the peo-
ple who lived along them. Connecticut, for example, required 
“every teeme and person fi tt for labour” living along a road 
to devote two days each year to repairing it. Over most of the 
South, travelers simply skirted the mud as best they could and 
waited for the road to dry. Philadelphia was only a hundred 
miles from New York and one of the country’s best highways 

connected them. Nonetheless, better-off travelers made the 
trip by rounding New Jersey on a schooner or sloop.

In heavily forested areas such as upper New England, 
roads were surfaced with logs laid crosswise. The ride in a 
wagon over these “corduroy roads” was uncomfortable al-
though preferable to digging a wagon out of muck. West-
erners adopted corduroy roads but, as in New England, they 
deteriorated quickly.

In the early nineteenth-century, a Scots engineer, John 
 McAdam, developed the first “all-weather” road since the 
 Romans had built their highways of large stone blocks. On a 
base of angular stones three or so inches across, laid down in 
layers each of which was rolled to lock the stones into one an-
other, McAdam surfaced the road with several layers of pulver-
ized stone which was repeatedly soaked and rolled to harden it.

Americans took to macadam immediately. The first 
great nationally financed internal improvement project, the 
 National Road, was built with a macadam surface. Begun in 
1806 and completed in 1818, the National Road connected 
Cumberland, Maryland, at the head of navigation on the 
Potomac River, with Wheeling on the Ohio River. It was 

The Erie Canal where a village has grown up next to a pair of locks. There would be taverns, inns, provisioners, and residences for canal 
employees. Long stretches of the Erie were indeed idyllic, as the artist has presented this scene. Other canal towns were raucous, rough-
and-tumble places where navigators congregated, as wild as the cowtowns and mining camps of a later era. Genteel lady passengers on a 
canal boat would likely have fled into the cabin upon approaching one.
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 expensive, $13,000 per mile. But it was a godsend for emi-
grants bound West and to farmers who lived along the right-
of-way.

Henry Clay appointed himself the National Road’s godfa-
ther. He took the lead in persuading Congress to finance its ex-
tension from Wheeling through southern Ohio and Indiana to 
Vandalia, Illinois. By veering northwesterly, the road brought 
the benefits of through transportation to farmers who lived 
too far from the Ohio River to get their crops to Wheeling. Not 

incidentally, Clay’s promotion of the National Road won him 
a political following in Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois.

The Erie Canal
Even on the smooth surface of the National Road, moving 
freight by wagon was too expensive over long hauls to be 
profi table. It cost $30 to $35 per hundred miles to transport 
a ton of grain worth $40. The revolution in transportation 
that slashed the cost of such a shipment to less than $2 per 

National Road

National Road

Bost
on Post Roa

d

Cumberland Road

Lancaster

Lancaster
Turnpike

Mainline Canal

MAP 13:1 Rivers, Roads, and Canals 1820–1860. During the early nineteenth century, the United States boasted two of the world’s 
longest continuous highways. When it was completed, the National Road (today, U.S. 40/I-70 follows its route) had a macadam 
surface. Most of the north–south highway that is now U.S. 1/I-95 was built earlier in sections. Its oldest parts are the Boston Post Road 
in New England and the highway crossing New Jersey between Philadelphia and New York.
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Funding and Digging the Erie Canal

Any number of people who crossed New York state to the 
Great Lakes via the Mohawk River Valley observed that it 
was an excellent route for a canal connecting the North-
west to the Hudson River and, therefore, to New York City. 
Except in a few places, the terrain was flat or gently undu-
lating. The distance from Albany to Lake Erie, more than 
300 miles, was daunting. But the Grand Canal of China 
was then 1,000 miles long and much of it had been dug 
before the year 1000.

The problem was not terrain or distance, but capital. 
The cost of so massive a project was far beyond what any 
imaginable consortium of American capitalists could 
raise. The longest canal in the United States at the time 
ran just 27 miles and all but three American canals were 
less than 2 miles long. Most were bypasses around wa-
terfalls or shallow rapids in otherwise navigable rivers. 
Short canals were cheap and quickly profitable. But 300 
miles and years of construction before a cent of invest-
ment was returned?

DeWitt Clinton, of a disinguished New York fam-
ily and an energetic and accomplished politician, real-
ized that only government could finance the enterprise. 
To him, it was clear that the federal government had a 
compelling reason to do so. The canal would link the 
entire Great Lakes basin to the Eastern states, conquer-
ing the Appalachians. Clinton had the route surveyed 
and commissioned engineers to explain how the natural 
obstacles on the route could be overcome. He then pe-
titioned President Jefferson to ask Congress for federal 
aid, but the president declined, calling Clinton’s project 
“little short of madness.” He meant the immense cost, 
not the feasibility of the canal; Jefferson was frugal with 
the government’s money. In 1816, President Madison 
also turned Clinton down.

If the federal government would not recognize the 
national interest in the Erie Canal, New York state alone 
had a particular interest in it. A canal across the state 
would funnel the commerce of the explosively growing 
upper West to New York City, decisively ending the city’s 
competition for the West’s business with Philadelphia 
and Baltimore. In 1816, Clinton was elected governor of 
New York and quickly persuaded the state legislature to 
fund what critics were calling “Clinton’s Folly.” The dig-
ging began almost immediately at several points along 
the route—Clinton’s idea so as to create jobs and win 
popular support across the state. It was muscle, pick, 
and shovel work. The 40-foot-wide ditch was excavated 
by hand to a depth of four feet with no help except from 
the oxen, mules, horses, and wagons that hauled the 
earth away. 

At first, laborers were drawn from the local popula-
tion, including farmers during idle spells. They were 

paid $1 a day if they provided their own meals, $13 a 
month with meals and a half pint of whiskey daily. It 
was the going rate for unskilled labor. But local labor 
was not up to the task. On long stretches of the route, 
through forests and where the soil was rocky, there were 
no farms and, therefore, no population. Clinton turned 
to New York’s growing but largely impoverished Irish 
population. He was popular with the Irish because he 
had sponsored the law that ended restrictions on Cath-
olics’ right to vote in the state. Immigrants scraping by 
in New York City and even Irishmen in the old coun-
try who heard of the “big ditch” flocked upstate. They 
were soon the bulk of a workforce that was 3,000 at one 
time.

The durable stereotype of the Irish as drunken 
brawlers dates, in America, from the digging of the 
Erie Canal. The workers were young men, all but a few 
without wives and children to support and to moder-
ate their behavior.  They spent their wages in the grog 
shops and brothels that popped up wherever the work 
gangs were.

The Erie Canal was the greatest construction project 
of the era, its progress chronicled in European as well as 
American newspapers. Plenty of engineering problems 
arose to spare journalists a monotonous recounting of the 
week’s construction mileage and the weekends’ ructions. 
In several places, the soil was so porous that it sucked the 
ditch dry and collapsed the banks of the canal. The workers 
solved the problem by “puddling” the sodden clay, turning 
it again and again—kneading it—until it was transformed 
into an impermeable surfacing. 

Hills that could not be dug around were traversed by 
slicing through them. The cut through one put the canal 
30 feet below ground level, every shovelful removed by 
hand! Even more dirt had to be moved when the canal 
crossed a valley on a man-made embankment 70 feet 
high. The Genesee River, which flooded destructively 
almost annually, was neutralized by building an 800-foot 
long aqueduct over it. Another aqueduct ran for 3,000 
feet and was as high as 30 feet above the surface. In 
heavily populated areas, bridges over the canal to ac-
comodate local traffic were constructed every quarter 
mile.

The route bypassed Lake Ontario in favor of Lake Erie 
because Erie was above Niagara Falls, Ontario below. The 
route skirted the highest cliffs of the Niagara escarpment 
but still had to make a significant climb at the western 
end, 60 feet in elevation within a mile. The builders nego-
tiated the climb with five pairs of locks—“step locks,” one 
after another like stairs. The town already started there 
by Quaker investors awaiting the construction crews was, 
 appropriately, named Lockport.

How They Lived



 hundred miles was the Erie Canal, built not with federal 
money but by the state of New York. Begun in 1817, the 364-
mile-long, 40-foot-wide “big ditch” connected the Hudson 
River (thereby New York City) with Lake Erie and the entire 
Great Lakes basin above Niagara Falls. 

It was a monumental undertaking, even more expen-
sive to build than the National Road, $7 million or almost 
$20,000 per mile. But the canal was so successful that, in a 
single year of operation after it was opened in 1825, the state 
paid the interest on its bonds and completely retired its debt 
in twelve.

The canal displaced the National Road as the emigrants’ 
preferred route west. (In twenty years, 100,000 people relo-
cated to the west on Erie Canal boats. Towed by mules, the 
boats were no faster than wagons on a good road, two or 
three miles an hour. But they moved around the clock! A trip 
from Albany on the Hudson River to Buffalo on Lake Erie (a 
city the canal created) took six to eight days without a lick of 
physical exertion on the part of passengers. 

Canal boats were little more than flat-bottomed platforms 
owned and operated by licensed towing companies. The law 
required they be no longer than 78 feet in order to fit into 
the 84 locks that raised and lowered them over the undulat-
ing terrain. The maximum beam (width) of a canal boat was 
14 to 15 feet so that there was sufficient clearance between 
boats moving in opposite directions. The number of boats in 
service at any one time was about 3,400.

Low Bridge, Everybody Down
The “navigators,” as canal boat workers good-humoredly 
called themselves, worked two six-hour shifts each day, two 
crews alternating twice in twenty-four hours. The mules that 
towed the boats, two or three of them on each boat, had it 
a little easier; they worked fi ve-hour shifts. An expert crew 
could unharness a mule, get her to her stall in the boat, and 
harness her relief in fi fteen minutes. In practice, the job was 
usually performed at a more leisurely pace.

Accomodations on passenger boats ranged from depress-
ing to nearly luxurious. (Going first class cost a traveler 5¢ a 
mile.) Aft—in the rear of the boat—was the passenger cabin, 
about ten feet by twelve. Travelers sat and ate there during the 
day and slept there at night, two to a drop-down bunk three-
feet wide. Luggage was stowed in a hold below the cabin.  

The stalls for the mules were fore (in the front), their hay 
and grain in a center compartment. In good weather, many 
passengers got off and walked along the towpath for exercise, 
or they sat on the roof of the cabin to see the sights. A chair 
on the roof, however, was not relaxing in populated areas 
where numerous bridges spanned the canal. Passengers on 
the roof had to lie flat or be knocked on the head. One verse 
in the canalers’ anthem, “Fifteen Years on the Erie Canal,” 
had it

Low bridge, everybody down,
Low bridge, for we’re coming to a town

Fastidious ladies and gentlemen could not have been en-
thusiastic about leaping up from a chair and fl opping down 
prone on a deck that could not have been too clean. Then 
again, some may have found such out of character behavior 
to be great fun.

The navigators, many of them Irishmen who had dug the 
big ditch, were a rough lot, both the boat-owning entrepre-
neurs and the “hoggies,” teenaged boys who walked with the 
mules. A canal song less genteel than “Fifteen Years” poked 
fun at those menial workers:

Hoggie on the towpath,
Five cents a day,
Picking up horseballs
To eat along the way.

Towns at toll booths and locks were notorious for their 
whorehouses and drunken fi rstfi ghts. In 1835, the Bethel 
 Society—evangelical Protestants trying and generally fail-
ing to improve navigator morals—counted 1,500 grog shops 
along the Erie, an average of four per mile. (They were, of 
course, in clusters.)

By the 1840s, 30,000 people made their living on the Erie 
Canal: lock tenders, toll house workers and repairmen (all 
state employees) and the navigators, saloon keepers, inn-
keepers, farriers, and hay and feed merchants who catered to 
the needs of workers and travelers.

Boom and Bust
When construction of the Erie began, there were about 
100 miles of canal in the United States; the longest ran only 
27 miles. When it was fi nished, many who had ridiculed it 
went fairly berserk in their rush to duplicate the bonanza the 
Erie had created for New York. 

The most ambitious project was the Mainline Canal in 
Pennsylvania, intended by Philadelphians to put their city 
back into competition with New York for the business of 
the West. The Mainline was shorter than the Erie. However, 
while the New York canal rose to 650 feet above sea level at 
its highest point, and required 84 locks, the Mainline Canal 
climbed to 2,200 feet and needed 174 locks.

And not just locks. At the Allegheny ridge, the highest in 
Pennsylvania’s Appalachians, boats had to be hauled out of 
the water and winched up and over the mountain on fantas-
tic inclined planes. It was a horrendous bottleneck. Miracu-
lously, the Mainline Canal was actually completed and more 

Dissenting Opinion
Not everyone who lived along the route of the Erie Canal 
welcomed the big ditch. One man complained, “I’m sickening 
of the damned canal. There’s nothing but worry in it. What 
does it bring to any locality that it invaded? Fever and disease. 
Lawlessness and rapine and immorality. Conflict between 
respectable people and the wild Irish. Corruption of the lower 
classes and unsettlement of trade.”

His neighbor nodded but slyly expressed the majority 
opinion: “And money . . . . Don’t forget the money, Squire.”
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or less functioned. Indeed, at the height of the canal craze, 
the state of Pennsylvania operated 608 miles of artificial wa-
terway. But the Mainline was not the gold mine the Erie was. 
There were too many bottlenecks crowded with swearing 
boatmen in the mountains where no boatman belonged.

All in all, some 4,000 miles of canal were dug in imitation 
of the Erie. Another 7,000 miles were on the drawing boards 
when the bubble burst. Only a few made enough money to 
cover the investment in them. So many states saddled them-
selves with debt to fund poorly conceived projects—the Great 
Lakes states gave away 4 million acres of land to construc-
tion companies—that many politicians swore never again to 
finance any internal improvements with public money. In 
1848, the constitution of the new state of Wisconsin forbade 
the expenditure of tax money on public works. The bitter re-
action to the canal bust ensured that railroads (which helped 
to end the canal age) would not be built and owned by gov-
ernments but by private entrepreneurs.

Early Railroads
Canals were destined to be superceded by a machine that 
fi rst proved workable in England in 1825, the steam locomo-
tive that could pull dozens of heavily laden cars on iron rails. 
Railroads had decisive advantages over canals. Canals were 

plausible only where the terrain was not theatrical—reasonably 
fl at country—and where the water supply (at the highest point 
on the canal) was plentiful and constant. Canals shut down 
during the winter when they froze over. Railroads could be 
built almost anywhere; trains were many times faster than canal 
boats; and, barring catastrophic blizzards, they operated every 
day and night. 

The first two American railroads were built in 1827. Both 
were just a few miles long; they replaced long used wagon 
routes. One connected the granite quarries of Quincy, 
 Massachusetts, with the Neponset River. The other carried 
coal from Carbondale, Pennsylvania, to the Lehigh River. 
They were built by quarrying and mining companies for 
their exclusive use. 

Elsewhere, entrepreneurs built railroads that would haul 
any kind of freight a customer would pay to have moved, 
and passengers too. The earliest connected cities with their 
hinterlands or other cities nearby. In 1833, with 136 miles of 
track, the Charleston and Hamburg was the longest railroad 
in the world.

Shipping by rail was more expensive than by canal. Start-
up costs were greater. Right-of-way had to be secured on 
private property by hook or crook. Construction costs were 
about the same as the costs of digging a canal because of 

It cost more to ship by rail than by canal, but canals could not be dug across mountains and they froze into uselessness in winter. This 
locomotive was one of the first to cross the Appalachians. The men and women posing on the cowcatcher are probably company officials 
and their wives. Unless the engine had been scoured for the festive occasion, they were dirty when they climbed down.
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the many trestles on a railroad. However, unlike canals (and 
turnpikes) which collected tolls from users who owned their 
boats and mules or wagons and teams, railroad companies 
had to purchase locomotives and rolling stock. Investors 
were reluctant to risk their money anywhere but in country 
where plenty of paying customers already lived. 

The railroad’s full potential lay in using it, like the National 
Road and the Erie Canal, over long distances, connecting dis-
tant regions. The first entrepreneurs to recognize this were 
Baltimoreans hoping to get their city back into the competi-
tion for the trade of the West. In 1828, work began on Amer-
ica’s first trunk line, the Baltimore and Ohio (B&O).

The B&O was plagued by financial difficulties. On sev-
eral occasions, construction was suspended for years while 
the company hunted for more capital. Finally, in 1853, the 
line was completed to Wheeling. In the meantime, another 
trunk line, the Erie Railroad, had been built. It extended 441 
miles across New York state and was the longest railroad in 
the world. Indeed, the United States was the world’s premier 
railroad country from the start. When American railroad 
mileage reached 6,000 in 1848, there were fewer than 3,000 
miles of track in the rest of the world.

Old Man River
With its two great tributaries, the Ohio and Missouri Riv-
ers, and dozens of smaller but navigable feeders, the Missis-
sippi River drains the central third of the North American 

continent. Westerners who lived in the Mississippi Valley tra-
ditionally shipped their corn and livestock to New Orleans 
on log rafts that, broken up and sawed into lumber, supple-
mented their income. A young Abraham Lincoln shipped 
aboard a Mississippi raft. 

The catch was getting goods upstream. Despite the width 
of the lower Mississippi, sailing ships were of little use. The 
current was too powerful for the strongest winds and chan-
nels deep enough to float ocean-going vessels were too nar-
row for tacking.

Some cargo was moved upstream in 50-foot-long shallow-
draft “keelboats” by a procedure so laborious that one can 
feel faint reading about it. When the river bottom was deep 
enough to allow movement close to the banks, ropes were 
secured to trees upstream and the crew heaved the keelboat 
forward. Away from the riverbanks, the work was even harder. 
Bracing a long, sturdy pole in the muddy bottom, crewmen 
in a line walked bow to stern, poling the boat forward, then 
returned to the bow, and on and on. A keelboat could move 
only fifteen miles a day. Hauling a cargo from New Orleans 
to Louisville took between three and four months.

Because crews had to be large, shipping by keelboat was 
very expensive. It was feasible to ship only the costliest car-
gos upriver: cloth, leather products, iron and steel tools, 
furniture. Even then, it cost less to move a ton of anything 
from Europe to New Orleans than from New Orleans to 
St. Louis.

MAP 13:2 Railroads 1850–1860. In 1850, railroads were short. They served only local regions; there was no system. By 1860, several 
east–west trunk lines were complete and one running north–south, the Illinois Central.
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Queens of the Mississippi
The marvel that solved the problem of upstream transporta-
tion on the Mississippi was the fl at-bottomed steamboat. A 
Connecticut Yankee named John Fitch, living in Philadelphia, 
ran a practical 45-foot steamboat down and up the Delaware 
River in 1787. (Several delegates to the Constitutional Con-
vention witnessed the spectacle.) But Fitch, a star-crossed ge-
nius, never exploited his invention. The steamboat had to be 
reinvented in 1807 by Robert Fulton, this time in New York. 
Fulton’s Clermont wheezed, chugged, and clanked up the 
Hudson to Albany at fi ve miles per hour. The Clermont was 
three times as long as Fitch’s boat, but the dimension that 
thoughtful people noticed was that it drew only seven feet 
of water. The boat was able to clear shallows and underwater 
obstacles such as snags (fallen trees) that would ground or 
sink a sailing ship.

Steamboats more than paid their way on eastern rivers. 
But it was on the Mississippi, Missouri, and Ohio that they 
were indispensable. Fulton understood this; just a few years 
after his success with the Clermont he went west and built the 
first Mississippi paddle-wheeler. It was not sufficiently pow-
erful enough to buck the river’s current, but a competitor’s 
boat was. In 1815, it made the first steam-powered upstream 

voyage from New Orleans to Louisville. By 1817, there were 
17 steamboats on the Mississippi. By 1830, there were 187 
with new ones being constructed more quickly than the old 
ones blew up.

Boiler explosions were no small problem. In order to min-
imize the weight of the boats, boilers were constructed more 
flimsily than good sense prescribed. Nonetheless, after the 
Tecumseh set a record of eight days and two hours from New 
Orleans to Louisville in 1827, rival riverboat captains found it 
difficult to resist a race. Speed sold tickets and attracted ship-
pers. So, despite the opulence of some steamboats, traveling 
on one was a bit of a gamble. At the peak of the steamboat 
age, 500 people died in accidents each year. In the explosion 
of the Moselle in 1838, 150 people were lost.

Steamboats drew very little water. Sandbars piled up to just 
feet below the surface and they shifted location constantly; 
the Missouri River was shallower than the Mississippi. If the 
competition to design boats with ever shallower drafts was 
less dramatic than the competition to set speed records, it 
was also less dangerous, and much more important. The 
champion was the Orphan Boy, launched in 1841. Loaded 
with forty tons of freight plus passengers, it skimmed atop 
water only 2 feet deep. Dozens of paddle wheelers carrying 

The flat bottoms and shallow drafts of Mississippi river steamboats allowed them to tie up at river banks in order to take aboard cotton directly 
from a plantation, as shown here. Steamboats also pulled over to the banks when they needed cord wood, which was often; steamboats devoured 
fuel. Locals, sometimes slaves who were permitted to work for money on their own time, piled up mountains of firewood they had cut and stacked 
to attract the boats.
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much heavier cargos drew just 3 or 4 feet. The steamboats’ 
shallow drafts not only solved the problems of shifting sand-
bars and snags, it also enabled the boats to tie up at river 
banks anywhere to take on the cordwood the boats burned 
in prodigious quantities.

THE HAPPY PRESIDENCY OF
JAMES MONROE
The gentleman who presided over the Era of Good Feelings 
and the beginnings of the transportation revolution was, like 
three of the four presidents who preceded him, a Virginian. 
James Monroe of Westmoreland County is a blurred fi gure 
in the history books. His personality, like his face in maturity, 
had no hard edges. His achievements before he was elected 
president were not spectacular but neither were they negli-
gible. He had been an able diplomat and secretary of state, 
a good administrator as governor of Virginia, and—though 
he lacked the wealth of Washington, Jefferson, and Madison, 
utterly incorruptible. “Turn his soul wrong side outwards,” 
Jefferson said, “and there is not a speck on it.” It can be noted 
that his wife was considered one of the country’s most beau-
tiful women. Portraits of Monroe reveal that, even in his 
dotage, he dressed in the old-fashioned knee breeches of the 
Revolutionary era while his contemporaries had long since 
given theirs to their servants and were pulling on the trousers 
of the nineteenth century.

Monroe was a lifelong Jeffersonian, one of his most radi-
cal disciples during the 1790s. Unlike Madison, however, he 
was capable of disobeying the old man. Unlike Jefferson’s 
and Madison’s, his intelligence was ordinary and his intellec-
tual interests few. “No man,” a contemporary said of Monroe, 
“ever succeeded so well with powers so moderate.” 

Looking back at him, he is two-dimensional, even inani-
mate: an oil painting. This is due in part, no doubt, to the 
fact that his two-term presidency was an effortless success. 
Presidents confronted by crises come alive to us easily be-
cause of their struggle in grappling with them. Monroe was 

confronted by no crisis and only a few problems that were 
promptly dispatched. Happy presidencies, like Leo Tolstoy’s 
happy families, are all the same and, therefore, not so in-
teresting. In his second inaugural address in 1821, Monroe 
could intone the bromide that United States “will soon attain 
the highest degree of perfection of which human institutions 
are capable,” and get away with it.

The Politics of Calm
The Founding Fathers expected that the United States would 
be governed without political parties. Something like their 
ideal came to pass during Monroe’s presidency: There was 
only one political party. The Federalists, hostile to the War of 
1812, collapsed when the war was concluded with the spec-
tacular victory at New Orleans. After 1815, Federalist opposi-
tion to the war seemed more like disloyalty than good sense, 
even in New England, where the opposition had centered.

The number of Federalist congressmen declined from 68 
during the war to 42 in 1817 and 25 in 1821 (compared with 
158 Jefferson Republicans). By 1821, there were only 4 Feder-
alists in a Senate of 48 members. Old John Adams, in retire-
ment in Quincy, took little interest in the evaporation of the 
party he had helped to found. His son, John Quincy Adams, 
had already joined the party of Thomas Jefferson, serving it 
as a diplomat and then, under Monroe, as secretary of state.

In 1816, Monroe easily defeated Federalist Rufus King, 
who won the electoral votes of only Delaware, Connecticut, 
and Massachusetts. By 1820, the few Federalists left had given 
up; Monroe ran for reelection unopposed. (One member of 
the electoral college cast his vote for John Quincy Adams so 
that no president but George Washington would have the 
distinction of being a unanimous choice.)

Politicians were almost indifferent to presidential politics. 
In 1816, William Crawford of Georgia would have won the 
 Republican nomination over Monroe if he had thought the 
prize worth a contest. He did not; his supporters did not bother 
to attend the caucus at which the candidate was named.

Nor was there much interest at the polls. In 1816, only six 
of nineteen states chose presidential electors by popular vote. 
In 1820, only seven of twenty-four states did. Voter partici-
pation in the popular election states ranged from lukewarm 
to cold. In Richmond, Virginia, a city of 12,000, in 1820, only 
seventeen men bothered to vote. In states in which the legis-
latures named the electors, they treated the task casually, as 
they might have considered a motion to buy a watch for a 
retiring doorkeeper. 

There is nothing intrinsically wrong in a subdued presidency 
and popular indifference to politics, particularly according to 
the Jeffersonian faith. Jefferson said that the government that 
governed least governed best. If Monroe was neither mover 
nor shaker, history’s movers and shakers have done a good 
deal of mischief along with any legacies with which they are 
credited. Monroe left little legacy; he did no mischief. He was 
competent and conscientious. As for the lack of popular en-
thusiasm for presidential politicking, it is difficult to disdain it 
in a day when we select our president on an interactive televi-
sion show that runs for more than two years long.

The Year Without a Summer
For those who lived through it, 1816 was less memorable for 
James Monroe’s election to the presidency than for the fact 
that there was no summer. On June 6, between one and two 
feet of snow fell over much of the Northeast. Temperatures 
were twenty or thirty degress cooler than usual and almost 
every day was cloudy. It snowed again in both July and 
August.

Only in the twentieth century was the summerless year 
explained. Mount Tamboura in Java had erupted, filling 
the atmosphere with a cloud of dust dense enough to filter 
the sun over much of the world. Europe had even less of a 
summer than North America.
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Oregon
The noteworthy achievements of the Monroe administra-
tion were in foreign affairs, which were adroitly managed by 
Secretary of State John Quincy Adams. In the Rush-Bagot 
Agreement of 1817, just two years after the War of 1812 was 
concluded, Adams arranged with Great Britain virtually to 
demilitarize the Great Lakes that separated Canada from the 
United States. This remarkable agreement saved both coun-
tries a good deal of money and freed the inhabitants of lake-
front cities and towns from the fear of a naval bombardment. 
Rush-Bagot also set the Canadian-American border west 
of the Lakes at 49° north latitude, where it remains today. 
 Finally, the two nations agreed to a unique “joint occupation” 
of the Oregon Country (present-day Oregon, Washington, 
and British Columbia). Citizens of both countries were to 
enjoy equal access to Oregon and equal rights there whether 
the local authority was British or American.

In reality, neither the British nor the Americans had much 
of a presence in the Oregon country. A few trappers trun-
dled about waiting for ships to buy their pelts and bring in 
liquor; that was about it. The Russians (whose trappers had 
already taken all the furs they wanted and moved on) had a 
better legal claim to Oregon than either.  Joint occupation 
was, therefore, a quiet triumph for Quincy Adams. He won 
the implicit promise of British cooperation, if push came to 
shove with Russia, in a far-off region where it would have 
been difficult to bring any American power to bear.

Florida
To the south, Quincy Adams’s expansionism had more imme-
diate consequences at the expense of the once mighty Span-
ish Empire. It was falling to pieces. “Liberators” José de San 
Martín, Bernardo O’Higgins, and Simon Bolivar had ended 
Spanish rule in South America. Mexican independence, pro-
claimed in 1810 by a village priest, Miguel Hidalgo y Castillo, 
was virtually assured in 1819 by an army commmanded by 
Agostin de Iturbide. (Offi cially, Mexican independence dates 

from 1821.) Only in Cuba, Puerto Rico, the eastern half of 
Santo Domingo, and Florida was Spain still in charge.

And Spanish rule in Florida was largely theoretical. Four-
fifths of the peninsula was unexplored. The swamps and 
forests were firmly in the possession of Indians, including 
the warlike Seminoles, a branch of the Creek nation that 
had incorporated many blacks who had escaped from mas-
ters in Florida and Georgia. Except for sleepy communities 
like  Pensacola and St. Augustine and a string of tiny mis-
sions across the north of the colony, all of Florida’s European 
population lived on the island, Cayo Hueso (now Key West), 
which was closer to Cuba than to St. Augustine. And as many 
of the whites on Key West were French, British, and Ameri-
can as were Spanish.

In 1818, Andrew Jackson demonstrated how weak Spain’s 
hold on Florida was. Pursuing Creek warriors, his militia 
pushed brazenly across the border. In the village of Suwanee, 
he arrested two British subjects whom he accused of arming 
the Creeks. Jackson tried and convicted them of treason and 
hanged them. 

This was preposterous. The two men were British subjects. 
They could not, by definition, commit treason against the 
United States. Moreover, Jackson tried and hanged them on 
foreign soil where his judicial powers extended only to his 
own troops. To compound his high-handedness, Jackson 
entered Pensacola without President Monroe’s approval and 
deposed the Spanish governor.

When the Spanish minister, Luis de Oñis, protested, as 
well he might, Quincy Adams replied that trouble between 
the United States and Spain in Florida would continue until, 
inevitably, the United States seized the colony by force. In-
stead, he offered to buy Florida amicably for $5 million. 

Spain had good reason to take the money. Some of Jack-
son’s troops were still in Pensacola. Planters from Georgia 
and Alabama were, at will, foraying across the border scout-
ing possible cotton lands. With Spanish hopes of holding on 
to Mexico still alive, there were no troops available to de-
fend Florida against American seizure. In the Adams-Oñis 

Russian California
In 1784, Russian fur trappers and 
missionaries founded a trading station 
and village in Alaska. The Russia America 
Company, to which the Czar entrusted the 
colony, aggressively expanded its operations 
to the south. Early in the nineteenth century, 
Russians and Alaskan Indians harvested 
furs on the Oregon Coast—sea otter 
was most treasured—but they built no 
permanent settlements until 1812 when 
twenty-five Russians and eighty native 
Alaskans constructed farms, a village, 
and a sturdy stockade, complete with 
blockhouses and cannon, at Fort Ross in 

Spanish Californa, less than 80 miles from 
Spain’s northernmost port of Yerba Buena 
(San Francisco).

By 1821, the sea otters around Fort Ross 
were hunted out. However, the company 
decided to stay at Fort Ross to raise grain, 
cattle, and sheep to feed the settlements in 
Alaska. The United States had no grievance 
with the outpost. The Russians were 
trespassing on Spanish, then Mexican, 
not American territory. Indeed, the few 
American ships that cruised the California 
coast were delighted that Fort Ross existed. 
It was a welcome anchorage and a speck 
of civilization at the end of the world.

Then the Czar protested British and 
American claims to Oregon by banning all 
foreign ships within 100 miles of Russian 
America. The lonely Russians at Fort Ross 
ignored the ban. They were as delighted 
when seamen came to call as the visitors 
were to knock on the door. In 1841, the 
Russia America company decided it could 
buy provisions for Alaska from the British in 
Canada more cheaply than to maintain the 
fort where, although livestock flourished, 
crops did not. They abandoned Fort Ross 
and all Russian claims in North America 
below 54° 40’ north latitude, the southern 
boundary of Alaska today.



Treaty of 1819, Florida sold Florida to the United States and 
agreed to receive American traders in isolated Santa Fe, New 
 Mexico. More to save face than anything else, Oñis insisted 
that Adams recognize Spain’s version of the boundary be-
tween Texas part of Mexico and Louisiana.

The Monroe Doctrine
The Czar of Russia protested the Anglo-American occupa-
tion of Oregon by announcing that foreign ships were no 
longer welcome at Fort Ross, a Russian outpost on the north-
ern California coast. It was a trivial matter, but it provided 
Adams with a pretext for making a momentous proclama-
tion through President Monroe.

The true motivation for the announcement of what, seventy 
years later, was called the Monroe Doctrine, was the agree-
ment of Russia, Austria, and France to coperate in restoring 
the world to what it had been before the French Revolution. 
They had already drawn the map of Europe to their liking and 
enforced reactionary policies wherever they had the power to 
do so. Among their other projects was a proposal to dispatch 
a joint military expedition to the Americas that would restore 
Spain’s empire. Neither John Quincy Adams nor the  British 
foreign minister, George Canning, took the Austrian and 
 Russian threats seriously. But France was another matter.

Canning quietly proposed to Adams that Britain and 
the United States jointly issue a statement that the Western 
Hemisphere was closed to colonization, including the resto-
ration of former colonies. Adams was all for the doctrine but 
decided that the United States should proclaim it alone. The 
United States itself did not have the military power to re-
sist a serious French expedition to Mexico, let alone to South 
America. Only Britain’s Royal Navy, that really did rule the 
waves, could do that. 

However, a joint proclamation with Great Britain would 
make the United States look like “a cock-boat in the wake 
of the British man-of-war,” the me-too junior partner in an 
 alliance. By announcing the Monroe Doctrine as an  American 
policy, Adams would implicitly state that the United States 
was the preeminent power in the Western Hemisphere. 
Moreover, Canning’s doctrine included an American pledge 
not to “colonize” beyond its borders, a promise the expan-
sionist Adams was certainly not prepared to make.

The occasion for the proclamation was President Mon-
roe’s annual message to Congress in December 1823. In an 
otherwise dull statement, Monroe mentioned “the respective 
rights and interests” of Russia and the United States on the 
Pacific coast. He informed Congress that he had asked the 
Czar to join in “amicable negotiations” to resolve any con-
flicts before they materialized.

From this nonissue, Monroe moved abruptly—
dramatically—to the subject of the “American continents.” 
North and South America, he declared, were “henceforth not 
to be considered as subjects for future colonization by any 
European powers.” The United States would never intervene 
in the  affairs of the European nations “relating to themselves.” 
But the independence of the Spanish-speaking republics 
of Central and South America was final. A “system” in the 

Americas had been created that was “essentially different” 
from the “system” of Europe.

With existing colonies in the Americas—Canada, Rus-
sian America, numerous islands in the West Indies—the 
United States had no quarrel. (Seven European nations then 
had American colonies.) However, Monroe concluded, “We 
should consider any attempt on [Europe’s] part to extend 
their system to any portion of this hemisphere as danger-
ous to our peace and safety.” The United States would regard 
any attempt to reestablish Spain’s authority in the Americas 
as a “manifestation of an unfriendly disposition toward the 
United States.” This was diplomatese for, If France intervened 
in the Western Hemisphere, it would mean war.

MISSOURI
If President Monroe did not have to deal with a major crisis, 
the Sixteenth Congress did and it came out of nowhere, like 
a lightning strike on a sunny day. In 1819, a part of Missouri 
Territory applied for admission to the Union. The would-be 
state of Missouri’s constitution provided that slavery was to 
be legal there.

This came as no surprise. Slavery had a continuous his-
tory in Missouri under French and Spanish law since 1719 
and after the United States acquired it in 1803 as part of the 
Louisiana Purchase. Most of Missouri’s settlers had come 
from slave states. There were fully 10,000 slaves in Missouri’s 
population of 60,000. The shock came when a New York con-
gressman, James Tallmadge, proposed an amendment to the 
statehood bill forbidding Missourians to import additional 
slaves and providing that all children in Missouri were free 
at birth and that slave children already in the state be freed 
when they reached the age of 25.

In other words, Missouri would become a free state by the 
same process adopted by most of the northern states: gradual 
emancipation.

An Angry Debate
There were good reasons for insisiting that Missouri should 
be a free state. The land was unsuitable to plantation agricul-
ture. Would-be cotton growers owning large gangs of slaves 
knew it and were emigrating to farther south: to Alabama, 
Mississippi, Louisiana, and Arkansas Territory. Missouri was 
clearly destined to be a family farmers’ country, produc-
ing foodstuffs on small acreages. Moreover, Missouri was 
 geographically “northern.” All but a sliver of the proposed 
state lay north of the point at which the Ohio River—the 
border between slave states and free states—fl owed into the 
Mississippi.

But Tallmadge and other northern congressmen added the 
argument that slavery was a social evil and morally wrong. If 
the southern states faced profound difficulties in abolishing 
the institution, Congress could, at least, ensure that slavery 
did not spread into the thinly settled West.

Thirty years earlier, there had been no significant objections 
in the South when the Northwest Ordinance forbade slavery 
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north of the Ohio River. Twenty years earlier, many southern 
congressmen would still have agreed that slavery was a socially 
and even morally undesirable institution that was, fortunately, 
slowly dying because it was uneconomical everywhere but in 
the rice-growing regions of South Carolina and Georgia.

But that was before the bonanza profits in growing cotton 
had reinvigorated plantation agriculture economically and 
made southern whites less inclined to apologize for slavery. 
Northern attacks on the morality of the institution were im-
plicit and sometimes, in the heat of the debate in Congress, 
there were explicit attacks on the personal morality of every 
slave owner. Southern congressmen responded to the name-
calling in kind. Thomas Jefferson, in retirement at  Monticello, 
was still saying privately to visitors that he thought slavery 
undesirable and hoped it would die out. But the news of the 
angry, ugly debate in Congress was, to him, “like a firebell in 
the night,” a terrifying way to be awakened. He feared that if 
northerners and southerners divided on a question of mo-
rality, the Union was in grave danger.

The Missouri Compromise
The Talmadge Amendment passed in the House of Represen-
tatives when almost every northern congressman voted for 
it. There were 105 representatives from free states, 81 from 
the South. In the upper house, however, there were 22 slave 
state senators and 22 from free states. When a few northern 
senators, alarmed by the temper of the debate, joined with 
every slave state senator, the amendment was defeated.

The equal number of slave states and free states provided 
moderates in Congress with an opening wedge for a compro-
mise. For several years, the people of the “Maine District” of 
Massachusetts had favored separating from the state. (Maine 
and Massachusetts were not contiguous.) Compromise-
minded congressmen proposed that the equality of free states 
and slave states be preserved by admitting Missouri with no 

restrictions on slavery and Maine as a free state. Pro-slavery 
southerners were mollified because there were, on the hori-
zon, as many future slave states as free states.

In return for this concession, antislavery northern con-
gressmen were rewarded with an act that extended the south-
ern boundary of Missouri—36° 30’ north latitude—through 
the reminder of the Louisiana Purchase lands and forbade 
slavery north of that line. Slavery’s further expansion was, 
therefore, restricted to Arkansas, where slavery was already 
established and present-day Oklahoma to which the federal 
government was already resettling Eastern Indians on the 
 assumption that it would never be a state.

The Second Missouri Compromise
That should have been the end of it. Most senators and con-
gressmen had been alarmed by the antagonistic debate. Un-
fortunately, Missouri’s political leaders insisted on a defi ant 
last word. They prohibited free blacks and mulattos from 
emigrating into Missouri. This was a blatant violation of 
Article IV, Section 2 of the Constitution, which guaranteed 
citizens the rights they enjoyed in their own state in every 
other state. Free African Americans were citizens in several 
northern states and, in 1820, in North Carolina and Tennes-
see too.

Missouri’s exclusionary rule would have been overturned 
by John Marshall’s Supreme Court as soon as a case was 
brought before it. However, Henry Clay and others feared 
that, in the meantime, the North–South shouting match in 
Congress would resume and do further damage. In the second
Missouri Compromise, they prevailed on Missouri to declare 
that in no way should its state constitution be construed as 
conflicting with Article IV, Section 2.

That, of course, is precisely what it did. But Missouri’s hot-
heads had a semblance of a “last word” and Congress had 
peace and, once again, good feelings.
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Chapter 14

Machines, Cotton, 
Land
Economy and Society  1790–1824

Sir, A few days ago I was informed that you wanted a manager of cotton spinning, &c. 
in which business I flatter myself that I can give the greatest satisfaction, in making 
machinery, making good yarn, either for Stockings or twist, as any that is made in 
England; as I have had opportunity, and an oversight, of Sir Richard Arkwright’s 
works, and in Mr. Strutt’s mill upwards of eight years. . . . My intention is to erect a 
perpetual card and spinning [mill.] If you please to drop a line respecting the amount 
of encouragement you wish to give, by favour of Captain Brown, you will much oblige, 
sir, your most obedient humble servant,

—Samuel Slater

I
n 1792, Alexander Hamilton submitted a “Report 
on Manufactures” to Congress. He observed that the 
American economy was overwhelmingly agricultural. 
Sixteen years after the Declaration of Independence, 
Americans were still dependent on Great Britain for 

most of the manufactured goods they consumed.
To remedy this undesirable situation, Hamilton asked 

Congress to enact an aggressive program to promote man-
ufacturing at home.  He proposed that the federal govern-
ment pay bounties to inventors of useful machines and to 
capitalists who would invest in key industries. He called 
for duties on imported goods high enough to protect 
 American manufacturers from being undersold in their 
own country.

Hamilton’s proposals went nowhere. Southern con-
gressmen saw them as another device to enrich Hamilton’s 
capitalist cronies in the North with public money. Many 
of them shared Thomas Jefferson’s aversion to the squalid 
towns and cities that had already grown up around British 
factories to house poorly paid factory workers. “While we 
have land to labor,” Jefferson had written, “let us never wish 
to see our citizens occupied at a workbench or twirling a 
distaff. . . . For the general operations of manufacture, let 
our workshops remain in Europe. It is better to carry provi-
sions and materials to workmen there than bring them to 

the provision and materials and with them their manners 
and principles.”

The kind of bounties Hamilton proposed would likely have 
encouraged wholesale corruption. In fits and starts, without 
federal subsidies and very little tariff protection for twenty 
years, private investors built factories throughout the north-
eastern states, bringing the Industrial Revolution to America.

THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION
There was, of course, plenty of industry in the United States 
in 1792, plenty of people making things. There were shipyards 
in just about every harbor from New Hampshire to the Ches-
apeake. While Americans had been forbidden to export iron 
goods when they were colonials, forges and foundries had 
been permitted to produce for the home market.  Blacksmiths 
were not just horseshoers. They made wrought-iron tools, 
utensils, and decorative gewgaws to order. Foundries turned 
out cast-iron goods. Entrepreneurs organized networks of 
spinners and weavers to make woolens, albeit of the plainest 
kind. (Wearing “homespun” instead of fi ne British fabrics was 
a badge of patriotism during the Revolution.) Every town had 
artisans; cities had a fairly complete complement of the crafts: 
distillers, brewers, potters, coopers, tanners, rope makers, 



glass blowers, furniture makers, pewterers, silversmiths and 
goldsmiths, even makers of luxuries like perfumes. In farm 
towns were blacksmiths, of course, and carpenters, wheel-
wrights, wagon makers, fl our mills, and sawmills.

All of them, however, were small businesses dependent on 
the skills of their owners, employing very few people, and 
serving only local markets. What was lacking—what Hamil-
ton was talking about—was factories in which goods—cotton 
cloth being the most important—were turned out cheaply 
and quickly in massive quantities by unskilled workers whose 
jobs involved little more than tending the complex machines 
that were revolutionizing manufacturing in Great Britain.

How Cloth was Made
Today, clothing is so cheap that even college students have 
closets stuffed with it. It takes a well-focused imagination to 
appreciate how many hours of tedious hand labor it took be-
fore the age of mass production to make just a few yards of 
fabric.

Cloth began as natural fiber from the cocoons of silk-
worms, the stems of flax (for linen), the bolls (seed pods) 
of the cotton plant, and sheep’s wool. All four textiles were 
manufactured in Great Britain before 1700, but most silks 
and cottons were imported already woven from China and 
India. In Great Britain, wool was king.

Transforming fleeces into cloth involved innumerable 
men, women, and children performing one or two steps of the 
process. The sheep had to be shorn. The wool was “scoured”: 
cleaned of oils, dirt, twigs, and other solids the animals had 
collected. The clean wool was then carded, brushed with 
carding boards that looked much like the brushes with which 
we groom dogs today. Carding thinned the wool, aligned the 
fibers in the same direction, and evenly distributed them in a 
fluffy spiral called a rove.

The roves were spun into yarn by being twisted around one 
another on spinning wheels. The operator powered the wheel 
with a foot treadle while she firmly drew the yarn or thread to 
keep it uniform, winding the finished product on a spindle.  
Spinning was women’s work. The wives and older daughters 
of farmers and artisans spun part-time in their homes to earn 
money for the household. Unmarried female relatives often 
worked at the wheel full-time. Thus, the legal term spinster
meaning an unmarried woman. Spinning required a deft 
touch, but it was a skill that most women could master with 
practice. Even in the nineteenth century, after machinery in 
factories had taken over spinning in the United States, the 
spinning wheel remained a fixture on many farms.

Weaving yarn or thread into cloth required looms that 
were too expensive to be operated only part-time. Weavers 
(usually men) worked dawn to dusk six days a week at the 
trade. Entire villages and neighborhoods in towns were pop-
ulated exclusively by weavers and their families.

The woven cloth—the textile—was fulled, washed in 
fuller’s earth, an absorbent clay, and pounded to flatten out 

Lady CEOs
Few women headed manufacturing companies, but there 
were some. Rebecca Lukens owned and managed the 
Lukens Steel Company for twenty-five years. Her father had 
turned the company over to her husband, Charles Lukens. 
When Charles died in 1825, Rebecca was 30 with three young 
children. Rather than sell out, she took over management of 
the factory and won the respect of other ironmasters. 

Some goods resisted machine manufacture and continued 
to be produced by cottage industry. Abby Condon of Penobscot, 
Maine, became a jobber during the Civil War when she won 
a government contract to provide mittens for the army at 25¢ 
a pair. She recruited women to knit from all over northern 
New England, collected the mittens, and delivered them to the 
army. When the war ended, the wholesale price of mittens 
collapsed to 6¢ a pair. Had Mrs. Condon’s mittens been made 
on expensive machinery in a factory, she would have been 
bankrupt. But because there was little overhead in the putting-
out system, she stayed in business with as many as 250 knitters 
in her network. In 1882, when a mitten-knitting machine was 
perfected, Mrs. Condon did not miss a beat. She purchased 
four of the devices and built a factory to house them. When she 
died in 1906, she owned 150 knitting machines. Her business 
consumed six tons of woolen yarn a year and annually 
produced 96,000 pairs of mittens.

1790 1805 1810 1815 1820 18251795 1800 1830

Economic Development 1790–1830

1790 First American cotton mill in Rhode Island

1804 Jeffersonians liberalize land laws

1819 Financial Panic

1800–1815 “Cotton Kingdom” takes shape in deep South

1793 Cotton gin perfected

1800 Eli Whitney demonstrates interchangeable parts

 Lowell, Massachusetts, founded “Lowell System” of labor  1826
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 imperfections. Then the cloth was bleached and usually 
dyed. Finally, cloth dealers, often prosperous weavers, carried 
a week’s or a month’s production to regularly scheduled fairs 
in market towns to sell it to retailers, tailors, seamstresses, 
and exporters.

Woolens versus Cottons
Woolens manufacture had been central to England’s econ-
omy since the Middle Ages. The only people who got rich 
in the business were the large landowners who raised sheep 
at the beginning of the process and clothiers and exporters 
at the end of it. There were plenty of them; no combination 
of individuals dominated the industry. Collectively, how-
ever, the “woolens interest” was politically powerful. When, 
during the 1700s, landowners fl ooded Parliament with re-
quests for permission to take farmland out of cultivation, 
sow grasses, and convert their estates into pasture for sheep, 
they were quickly obliged. When the East India Company 
began to sell calico, India’s gaily colored high-quality cotton 
cloth in  England, thus competing with woolens, Parliament 
banned the import of Indian cloth. When the company im-
ported raw cotton to be spun and woven in Britain, Par-
liament tried several expedients to hinder the industry. It 
was all for naught. Cotton cloth was in demand and the new 
industry thrived.

Like woolens manufacture, cotton production was 
organized in what was called “cottage industry” or the 
“ putting-out system.” Weavers “put out” the fiber to the 
cottages of women who spun, buying the finished yarn 
from them at a price on which both parties had agreed. 
Traditionally, a weaver (of wool or cotton) needed about 
six spinners working as many hours as he did to keep his 
loom  supplied. 

In the mid-1700s, however, with the near universal adop-
tion of John Kay’s flying shuttle, an improvement of the hand 
loom that dramatically stepped up a weaver’s productivity, 
the spinner to weaver ratio increased to the point that there 
were not enough spinners available. The cotton fiber was 
abundant. The demand for cotton cloth at home and abroad 
kept increasing. But weavers could not get enough yarn, and 
the young industry faced a serious depression.

Machines
“Necessity is the mother of invention.” What England’s weav-
ers needed was a more productive way of spinning yarn. It 
was this necessity that launched the Industrial Revolution in 
textiles.

It is not always clear if the individuals credited with tech-
nological breakthroughs like the spinning jenny and the 
water frame really deserve their places in history. It was not 
clear at the time they were invented. James Hargreaves was 
involved in so many lawsuits with men he accused of stealing 
his spinning jenny that he died poor despite the fact that his 
jenny was revolutionary; one of the machines spun as much 
cotton fiber as eight hand-spinners could. The spinning 
jenny was a small machine powered by the operator. It could 
be put into homes, replacing spinning wheels, and many 

were. By the end of the 1700s, however, there were 20,000 of 
the machines in Great Britain, more than testing the limits of 
cottage industry.

Richard Arkwright’s water frame, an even more produc-
tive spinning machine, was introduced in 1768. It produced 
more and better cotton yarn than a jenny did because it was 
driven not by muscle power but by a water mill. The energy 
generated by fast-flowing water made even faster spinning 
possible. A water mill did not tire and it was possible to link 
several—numerous!—water frames to a single mill by means 
of drive shafts and leather belts and pulleys.

Arkwright may not have been the seminal inventor he 
claimed to be. He had been a barber who seems to have 
known little or nothing about cloth making. If Arkwright 
borrowed his technology from others, however, he was in-
disputably the creator of the factory system. The water frame 
killed off spinning as a cottage industry. Instead of putting 
out fiber to spinners’ homes, the workers who tended water 
frames had to come each day to a factory. Instead of work-
ing as skilled contractors making the best deal they could for 
their labors, the workers in an Arkwright mill were employ-
ees paid fixed take-it-or-leave-it wages.

The spinning machines of the late 1700s (and, soon 
enough, mechanized looms) were revolutionary. Unlike 

Diagram of an early nineteenth century water frame, a water-powered 
machine for spinning cotton yarn. The technology was British. In an 
attempt to preserve Britain’s monopoly of textile manufacture, Parliament 
forbade the export of plans like these. Men like Samuel Slater who brought 
spinning and weaving technology to the United States had to commit 
designs, including precise numerical specifications, to memory.
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The Slater Mill, the first carding and spinning mill in America, 
considerably expanded from its beginnings in 1790. It was on 
the Blackstone River in Pawtucket, Rhode Island. Note the dam 
spanning the river. It was necessary to divert some of the river’s 
flow (upstream, to the right) into a reservoir, the “mill pond” that 
plays so prominent a part in nostalgia for a bucolic past. From 
the pond, the water was funneled into a mill race that descended 
sharply so as to create a fast-running torrent. The water in the 
race powered the waterwheel that, in turn, powered the machinery 
inside. The tail race returned the water to the river, to the left of 
this picture.
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tools, which are passive, useless without the skills of the 
 person using them, machines do their job without human 
input. The factory workers who attended spinning machines 
merely watched them. Their only function was to keep mov-
ing parts lubricated, tie together the loose ends of threads 
that broke, and stop the machine if there was a serious mal-
function. No skill was involved; anyone could do it. And so, 
spinning mill hands were paid a fraction of what hand spin-
ners had earned for the same hours of work. And one mill-
hand tending machines turned out more yarn than dozens of 
hand spinners in cottages had produced. 

THE INDUSTRIAL NORTHEAST
The Industrial Revolution found its American home in the 
northeastern states. There, water power was abundant. Ship-
ping, to bring in raw materials and carry fi nished goods to 
buyers, was centered in the Northeast. Capital for investment 
in mills was available. And in New England, with too many 
people for its poor soil to support as farmers, provided a 
pool of labor from which factories could draw their workers. 
The industrialization of the Northeast, however, began with 
an act of technological thievery.

The Great Defector
The British recognized the role of government in developing 
carding, spinning, and weaving machines. Parliament forbade 
the export of machinery and the plans for making them were 
kept in vaults. Engineers who knew how the build the new 
machines and mechanics who repaired them were forbidden 
to leave the country. The latter was a diffi cult law to enforce, 
of course. However, the pains that Samuel Slater had to take 
to break it indicate that the authorities did their best.

Slater had been apprenticed to a partner of Richard Ark-
wright and, in 1789, worked as a mechanic in an Arkwright 
mill. The pay was good, but Slater knew that, having no capi-
tal, he would never be more than an employee. Learning that 
American investors were offering bounties and partnerships 
to anyone who would come to the United States and build 
a cotton mill, Slater memorized the intricate drawings of 
spinning and carding machines and long lists of specifica-
tions. (The machines were so complex that tolerances were 
minuscule; there was no room for even slight errors.) Just 
19 years of age, he slipped away when his absence would not 
be noticed for several days. Disguised as a farm laborer, he 
shipped off to the United States. There he struck a bargain 
with a rich Quaker merchant in Rhode Island, Moses Brown. 
Brown had experimented with spinning machines but could 
not make one that worked.

Brown put up the money. Slater contributed the know-
how. In 1790, they opened a water-powered cotton mill in 
Pawtucket. It was tiny by English standards, housing only 
seventy-two spindles. But it worked! The Slater Mill turned 
out yarn at a far faster rate than seventy-two women sitting 
at seventy-two spinning wheels in seventy-two cottages could 
have done. And at a fraction of the cost: Slater ran the mill 
with nine children between the ages of 7 and 12. Their wages 
ranged from 33¢ to 60¢ a week. Slater pumped his profits 
into more and bigger mills. He became one of New England’s 
leading industrialists, owning mills in three states.

There were other acts of technological piracy. In 1793, two 
brothers from Yorkshire, John and Arthur Schofield, emi-
grated illegally to Byfield, Massachusetts, where they estab-
lished the first American woolens mill. Just before the War of 
1812, Francis Cabot Lowell of Massachusetts smuggled plans 
for a power loom out of England. Throughout the nineteenth 
century, Englishmen would bring valuable technological 
knowledge to America in their sea trunks or in their heads.

Power and Capital
Textile production centered in the northeastern states 
 because of its abundance of water power. The Blackstone 
River (which powered Slater’s fi rst mill) became virtually a 
 fi fty-mile-long mill race between Worcester,  Massachusetts, 
and Providence, Rhode Island. One factory after another lined 
both banks. There were dozens of fast-running streams like the 
Blackstone throughout New England. The  Merrimack River, 
which winds through New Hampshire and  Massachusetts, 
powered mills and created major textile centers at Manchester 
and Lowell. A single Manchester firm, the Amoskeag 
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 Manufacturing Company, eventually operated thirty mills on 
the Merrimack. Mill towns sprung up where creeks emptied 
into New York’s Hudson River. The  Passaic river in north-
ern New Jersey falls almost eighty feet at  Paterson (where 
Alexander Hamilton hoped to build mills). In Pennsylvania, 
the Schuylkill, the principal tributary of the Delaware River, 
ran in rapids even within Philadelphia’s city limits.

The Northeast was also rich in capital that was diverted 
to manufacturing when the Embargo, Non-Intercourse Acts, 
and the War of 1812—all of which the Northeast opposed—
disrupted overseas trade. With ships an unwise investment, 
merchant princes put their money into textile mills. In 1800, 
ten years after Slater’s Mill, but before the long war between 
France and Britain, there were only seven spinning mills 
with a total of 290 spindles in all of New England. After 
fifteen years of maritime war and Jefferson’s restrictions on 

trade, there were 130,000 spindles in 213 factories just in 
 Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode Island.

Inventors
If Americans imported their textile technology, they soon 
numbered among the pioneer innovators in other industries. 
Hamilton had observed “a peculiar aptitude for mechanical 
improvements” in the American people. In the 1820s, a for-
eign observer marveled that “everything new is quickly intro-
duced here. There is no clinging to old ways; the moment an 
American hears the word ‘invention’ he pricks up his ears.”

Oliver Evans of Philadelphia earned international fame 
when he contrived a continuous-operation flour mill. Pre-
viously, to make flour, laborers had hauled grain in sacks 
or wheelbarrows from wagons up ramps to the water pow-
ered grindstones and dumped it in. Other men working 
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MAP 14:1 Cotton Mills, 1820. Milltowns were built where creeks and rivers dropped sharply in waterfalls or rapids. The stream was 
dammed above the fall line to create a reservoir. A mill race channeled the flow from this mill pond in a torrent to the waterwheel
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Jersey, was built where the Passaic River, searching for the Hudson, found a shortcut by creating a dramatic falls. Note that there 
were few mills on the broad and mostly slow-flowing Connecticut River.



below shoveled the flour into barrels or sacks and carried or 
wheeled them out of the building. It was backbreaking labor 
and the handling at every turn made for dirty flour.

Evans designed a belt and bucket conveyor that could 
carry 300 bushels of grain per hour to the top of his mul-
tistory mill where it was dumped automatically into hop-
pers that funneled it to the grindstones. Another conveyor 
removed the flour and loaded it into barrels. With just four 
to six men—whose principal task was to hammer lids on the 
barrels—an Evans mill could grind 100,000 bushels of grain 
in a year. By 1840, there were 1,200 Evans mills in the western 
states producing an astronomical 2 million barrels of flour 
each year.

Eli Whitney, already famous as an inventor, designed 
a rotary metal-cutting machine with which, he believed, 
he could mass produce an item with a much bigger profit 
margin than flour or yarn: muskets. In 1798, in the midst 
of a war scare and unable to import muskets, the federal 
government invited bids from gunsmiths to supply the 
army. The government expected to contract with a great 
many gunsmiths, each of whom could make only small 
numbers of the guns. Gunsmithing was slow, highly skilled 
work. The time-consuming part of the manufacture was 
the making and assembly of the lock—the firing mecha-
nism—trigger and hammer and the parts that linked them. 
Each part had to be fashioned by a skilled gunsmith using 
hand tools. Each musket was “custom made.” If a part of 
the lock broke, only a skilled gunsmith could make a re-
placement that fit perfectly, a procedure more difficult 
than manufacture.

Whitney believed that his machine would finish the 
parts of the lock so precisely that they would be identical—
“ interchangeable.” The muskets would go together quickly 
and no longer would a skilled gunsmith be needed to repair a 
broken lock. A soldier in the field could disassemble it, insert 
the needed part, and put the mechanism back together.

Whitney appeared before a congressional committee with 
a dramatic presentation. He disassembled ten functioning 
muskets and jumbled the pieces together on a table. Pick-
ing out parts at random, he reassembled ten locks and they 
all worked. The congressmen were impressed, as they should 
have been. Whitney was awarded a contract to manufacture 
10,000 muskets at $13.40 each. It was a bargain for the army 
and potentially very profitable to Whitney.

The American System of Manufacture
Unfortunately, Whitney had faked the show. His interchange-
able parts were what he was sure his cutting machine was 
capable of doing, but he had not yet done it. His ten sets of 
parts were identical because they had been painstakingly fi n-
ished off by hand. Whitney could not quite perfect his tool. 
He delivered only 500 muskets in 1801 when the 10,000 were 
due; the last of the order was ready only in 1809.

The vision of interchangeable parts and mass production 
intrigued manufacturers of many kinds. A successful maker 
of expensive clocks he sold to institutions and the rich, 
Chauncey Jerome, developed a machine that stamped the 

gears and other parts of a clock out of sheets of brass. They 
were genuinely interchangeable and were made in quantity 
by unskilled workers guided by a template. In 1856, Jerome 
was able to sell a handsome clock (they are collector’s items 
today) for just $6. In less than a year, he increased production 
so that he cut the price to $4. All but the poor could afford 
what had been a luxury.

Jerome’s stamping machines were machine tools, highly 
specialized devices that removed one part of the skilled 
artisan’s craftsmanship from human hands and put it into 
the workbench. Unskilled or semiskilled workers, guided 
by jigs and precision gauges, could run the lathes, drill 
presses, planers, grinders, gear shapers, and other machine 
tools that rapidly performed a single step in the complex 
process of manufacture and pass the result along to an-
other worker tending a machine tool that performed the 
next procedure.

The mass production of firearms—Eli Whitney’s dream—
was perfected at the federal arsenal at Springfield, Massa-
chusetts. Everything from the irregularly shaped wooden 
stocks of muskets to the tiny parts of the locks that had 
foiled  Whitney were made, step-by-step, by easily trained 
machine tenders.  When the process was explained at the 
Crystal  Palace Exposition in London in 1851 (the first great 
world’s fair), the British, in a rare expression of admiration 
for their former colonies, dubbed it the “American System of 
 Manufacture.”

The First Factory Workers
Slater and Brown hired children to tend the machinery 
in their mill. Because they could be paid minimal wages, 
young children continued to fi ll factory jobs that were not 
dangerous and called for no great strength. In cotton mills 
well into the twentieth century, “bobbin boys” carried boxes 
of wooden bobbins (spools) wound with newly spun yarn 
to the weaving room and the empty bobbins back to the 
spinning machines. 

However, as machinery grew larger and faster, bobbins 
whirling at hundreds of revolutions each minute, operators 
had to take care lest hair, clothing, or a hand be caught in the 
works. Children at their freshest are not attentive, and they 
tire quickly when set to monotonous tasks.

Some factory owners, notably at Fall River, Massachusetts, 
hired entire families to work their mills. Their reasoning was 
rooted in the way of life all preindustrial people: Families ran 
farms, adult males shouldering the heavy work, women the 
jobs requiring skill but less physical strength, children saving 
adults time by fetching water and firewood, feeding chickens, 
and so on. Why not, then, hire families to divide up millwork 
similarly? The “Fall River system” was a failure. The pace of 
factory work was entirely different from the rhythms of life 
on a farm. The head of the family’s traditional authority over 
and his concern for his wife and children clashed with the 
millowner’s authority over all of them. First in Rhode Island, 
then elsewhere, including Fall River, mill owners left the man 
of the house on a small farm and put his wife and children 
to work in the mills.

THE INDUSTRIAL NORTHEAST 239



240 Chapter 14 Machines, Cotton, Land

New England Mill Girls

When Francis Cabot Lowell advertised all over New 
 England for female workers, other mill owners quickly 
followed suit. They had to overcome an aversion to allow-
ing young women to leave home because “mill girls” in 
 England and France had a reputation for moral laxity. But 
they overcame it by promising to supervise their employ-
ees as strictly as the Puritan Fathers would have done.

Most of the women who answered the call were between 
15 and 25 years of age, but there were older women tend-
ing carding and spinning machines and power looms from 
the start: impoverished widows, some with small children 
whom they cared for at their posts. There were not many 
ways a woman without a husband or grown son could sup-
port herself in rural New England. The mills had put an 
end to spinning at home. A woman could become a domes-
tic servant, but Americans who had known independence 
found that life humiliating. Every township maintained a 
primary school, and the pay was so meager that most teach-
ers were female. But if the teacher was from out of town, she 
could barely make ends meet on the pay and, as an outsider 
in a close-knit community, she was likely to be lonely.

Factory work paid more than teaching. It was labori-
ous, twelve to thirteen hours a day, six days a week. “Enter 
with us into the large rooms,” an investigator wrote of 
 Manchester, New Hampshire’s Amoskeag Mill in 1846:

It is four hundred feet long, and about seventy broad; 
there are five hundred looms, and twenty-one thou-
sand spindles in it. The din and clatter . . . struck us 
on first entering as something frightful and infernal, 
for it seemed such an atrocious violation of one of 
the faculties of the human soul, the sense of hearing. 
After a while we became somewhat inured to it, and 
by speaking quite close to the ear of an operative and 
quite loud, we could hold a conversation, and make 
the inquiries we wished. . . .

The atmosphere of such a room cannot of course be 
pure; on the contrary it is charged with cotton fila-
ments and dust, which, we were told, are very injuri-
ous to the lungs. On entering the room, although the 
day was warm, we remarked that the windows were 
down; we asked the reason, and a young woman an-
swered very naively, and without seeming to be in 
the least aware that this privation of fresh air was 
anything else than perfectly natural, that “when the 
wind blew, the threads did not work so well.” After 
we had been in the room for fifteen or twenty min-
utes, we found ourselves, as did the persons who ac-
companied us, in quite a perspiration, produced by 
a certain moisture which we observed in the air, as 
well as by the heat.

Living conditions were equally dismal.

The young women sleep upon an average six in room; 
three beds to a room. There is no privacy, no retire-
ment here; it is almost impossible to read or write 
alone, as the parlor is full and so many sleep in the 
same chamber. A young woman remarked to us that 
if she had a letter to write, she did it on the head of a 
band-box, sitting on a trunk, as there was not space 
for a table. So live and toil the young women of our 
country in the boarding-houses and manufactories, 
which the rich and influential of our land have built 
for them.

Orestes Brownson, a prominent literary figure in New 
England, denounced the moral effects of the life. After 
working for three years, he asked, “ What becomes of them 
then? Few of them ever marry; fewer still ever return to 
their native places with reputations unimpaired. ‘She has 
worked in a factory’ is almost enough to damn to infamy 
the most worthy and virtuous girl.” Harriet Farley, a mill 

The Lowell Girls
More successful was the “Waltham System” or “Lowell 
System.” The brainchild of Francis Cabot Lowell, who 
owned several mills at Waltham, Massachusetts, in 1813; 
in 1826, he founded Lowell as a town that was nothing 
but textile mills. By 1850, its population was 33,000, mak-
ing it the second biggest city in Massachusetts and the 
largest industrial town in the United States.  Lowell and 
his associates elected to hire only young women and girls 
for all but supervisory jobs. Making cloth was tradition-
ally women’s work. Tending machines was not strenuous 
work. Single women—so  Lowell thought—were more 

docile than men and with few ways to earn money, they 
would accept lower wages.

Finally, rural New England was overpopulated. Infant 
mortality had declined and farm families were large; there 
were too many people for the stony soil of New England 
to support as farmers. Grown daughters were often an 
economic burden. They could no longer contribute to the 
household income by spinning and it was still customary 
that, when there was a marriage, the bride bring a dowry 
to it. A struggling New Hampshire farmer with three or 
four daughters approaching marrying age must have had 
frequent nightmares.



girl in Lowell, was infuriated by his article. In the Lowell 
Offering, she denounced Brownson as a slanderer of

a class of girls who in this city alone are numbered by 
thousands, and who collect in many of our smaller 
towns by hundreds; girls who generally come from 
quiet country homes, where their minds and man-
ners have been formed under the eyes of the worthy 
sons of the Pilgrims, and their virtuous partners, 
and who return again to become the wives of the 
free intelligent yeomanry of New England and the 
mothers of quite a portion of our future republi-
cans. Think, for a moment, how many of the next 
generation are to spring from mothers doomed to 
infamy! “Ah,” it may be replied, “Mr. Brownson ac-
knowledges that you may still be worthy and virtu-
ous.” Then we must be a set of worthy and virtuous 
idiots, for no virtuous girl of common sense would 
choose for an occupation one that would consign 
her to infamy. . . .

Brownson was a leading light in New England intellec-
tual circles, but Harriet Farley bested him on this one.

How They Lived
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In 1840, a Universalist minister in Lowell suggested that mill 
girls who attended his church found and publish a literary 
magazine. The result was the Lowell Offering, which was 
issued regularly for five years. All the poetry, stories, and essays 
(both serious and humorous) were written and edited by mill 
workers in their spare time. Some of the writing was highly 
sentimental in the fashion of the era. Some of the essays were 
hardheaded and intelligent, although always civil. The quality 
of the Offering was at least equal to that of other New England 
magazines of its kind.

Enter the Lowell System: Farmers were urged to send their 
grown girls to work in Lowell’s mills for six days a week, 
about twelve hours a day, for weekly wages of $3. They would 
pay their employer $1.50 a week for room and board at com-
pany-owned dormitories closely supervised by company-
employed “keepers,” older women, spinsters, or widows. A 
few companies offered cultural and educational programs in 
the evenings. Most mills required that the factory girls at-
tend church services every Sunday (at “the church of their 
choice”) and prove it by presenting their overseer (shop fore-
man) a certification they had done so signed by a minister. 
Factory work was not a  career. As firmly as any Calvinist 

farmer, Lowell believed that a woman’s role in society was 
to be a wife and mother. After two, three, four years, “Lowell 
Girls” would return home to marry.

New England farmers were not difficult to persuade. Sim-
ply subtracting one or two daughters from the supper table 
each evening was financially inviting for many of them. The 
girls’ wages were handy as the makings of their dowries or to 
pay for the higher education of a bright brother. The strict 
moral discipline the Lowell System promised allayed the 
anxieties of sternly religious families.

Early, Waltham and Lowell seem to have been, on balance, 
fairly benign places. The pace of the machines was far more 
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frantic than farm work but not as relentless as working on an 
assembly line today. Visitors from England, including the great 
novelist, Charles Dickens, commented that Lowell’s mills were 
idyllic compared to the “dark, satanic mills” at home. After Fran-
cis Cabot Lowell’s death, however, the mill owners gradually lost 
interest in the paternalistic side of the system. Some Lowell girls 
compared themselves to southern slaves. In 1836 and 1838, most 
of the workers in Lowell went on strike demanding a reduction 
of hours in the killing twelve-hour workday.

THE SOUTH AT THE
CROSSROADS
The mills of the Northeast competed with British mills to 
buy cotton grown in the South. During the 1810s, a few 
prominent southerners like the young congressman John C. 

Calhoun of South Carolina asked themselves: Why let the 
English and New Englanders pocket the lion’s share of the 
money to be made in the manufacture of cotton cloth? Cal-
houn proposed that cotton mills be built at the “fall line” in 
South Carolina where Appalachian streams tumbled rapidly 
down to the coastal plain.

Calhoun was well ahead of the times. Seventy years later, 
increased labor costs in the northern states would drive the 
cotton industry to the Carolinas, albeit to steam rather than 
water-powered mills. 

But the idea of “factories in the fields” went nowhere dur-
ing the 1810s. Thanks to the Industrial Revolution and, in 
particular, thanks to the mechanical ingenuity of a Yankee 
visiting in Georgia, cotton cultivation became the way to 
wealth in the lower South. The agrarian mindset that the 
 seventeenth-century tobacco boom had imprinted on the 
South was revived by the cotton boom of the early nine-
teenth century.  The money to be made growing cotton also 
reinvigorated the institution of slavery.

Slavery in Decline
When John C. Calhoun was born in 1782, African  American 
slavery appeared to be dying out. The northern states abol-
ished the institution when Calhoun was a child. Many 
southern slave owners, infl uenced by the Revolution’s ide-
ology of individual freedom as a natural right, manumit-
ted their slaves. Others, in the tobacco states, found the 
costs of feeding, clothing, and housing large numbers of 
slaves too great when the exhausted soil of their planta-
tions would no longer produce a good crop and the world 
price of tobacco declined. George Washington stopped 
growing tobacco at Mount Vernon; wheat was his princi-
pal crop. Wheat was not as labor intensive as tobacco. It 
could be and was grown by slaves but left them so much 
free time that land owners realized they would be better 
off hiring free labor seasonally. Even South Carolina’s rice 
and indigo lost luster when British subsidies ceased fol-
lowing independence and, taking turns during the 1790s, 
the French and the British refused to buy American rice. In 
1808, Congress forbade the further importation of slaves, 
an act which many regarded as a fi rst step toward ridding 
the country of the institution.

By 1808, however, cotton culture was returning bonanza 
profits. Like rice and tobacco, it lent itself to large-scale 
 cultivation by gangs of slaves. The “cotton kingdom” extended 
from upland South Carolina and Georgia to western Ten-
nessee, including the future states of Alabama, Mississippi, 
and Louisiana. The demand for slaves to serve the “King,” 
coupled with the end of the slave trade with Africa and the 
West Indies, caused the price of slaves to increase radically. 
Slaves that had been a financial burden on their owners in 
the upper South were now commodities that could be sold 
profitably in the cotton states.

The cause of this sudden reversal of fortunes for the future 
of slavery was an “absurdly simple contrivance” invented in 
1793 by Eli Whitney.

New England mill girls in smocks that protected their clothing from 
dirt, lint, and tears in the mill. Most mill girls were in their late teens or 
early twenties and worked in the mills for only a few years. Some of the 
girls found the experience of getting away from home exhilarating or, at 
least, liberating, with so many friends their own age. Others hated the 
long hours, the relentless pace, the noise of factory life, and the lack of 
privacy. There were well supported strikes in 1836 and 1838.
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Cotton and the Cotton Gin
The cotton plant was well known in the South. The first 
colonists at Jamestown domesticated cotton plants native 
to North America, but they abandoned the crop when to-
bacco proved to be the big moneymaker. Very little cotton 
was cultivated anywhere until 1769 when a “long staple” 
cotton (so called because of the length of the fibers) was 
introduced from the Bahamas to the sea islands of South 
Carolina and Georgia. The sandy soil and mild climate 
of the offshore  islands suited the plant perfectly. Slaves 
prepared it for  export to England by pushing and pull-
ing the cotton bolls through rollers set slightly closer to-
gether than the diameter of the slick and slippery black 
seeds. This spit the seeds out of the bolls while the fiber 
came through clean. (The seeds were pressed to extract a 
useful oil.)

However, sea island cotton did not do well on the main-
land and the roller device crushed the sticky green seeds of 
native American plants; they had a Velcrolike texture that 
clung to the fiber and fouled the fiber with cottonseed oil 
when they were crushed.

In 1793, seven years before his historic demonstration 
of interchangeable parts before Congress, Whitney was 
visiting a friend who lived on a plantation near Savannah. 

There he saw his first cotton plants and learned that they 
flourished wild all over the upland South. There was 
plenty of rain for the thirsty plant and more than the 210 
frost-free days that cotton demanded. Cotton fiber was 
then selling in Britain for 30¢ to 40¢ a pound—a fabulous 
price. The trouble was that no one knew how to separate 
the fiber from the seeds economically. By hand, the seeds 
had to be removed one by one. The nimblest fingers could 
not process much more than a pound of the fluff a day, 
not even enough to pay for a slave’s meager diet and rough 
clothing.

After only a few days of thinking about the problem, 
 Whitney put together a small machine (he called it an 
“ engine”)—thus the name “cotton ‘gin”—that worked 
miraculously well. Whitney dumped cotton bolls into an 
open wooden box. At the bottom of the box were slots 
too narrow for the seeds to pass through. A drum studded 
with wire hooks revolved so that the hooks snagged the 
fibers and pulled them through the slots, leaving the seeds 
behind. A second drum on which brushes were mounted 
revolved in the opposite direction, brushing the fiber from 
the wire hooks.

It was a magnificent device—for planters. A single slave 
cranking a gin little larger than Whitney’s model could clean 

A lithograph celebrating the economic revolution the cotton gin worked in the lower South. The satisfaction of the planter in the top hat 
as he shows seed-free cotton fiber to a visitor in an old-fashioned tricorn topper is easy to understand. Cotton was making him rich very 
quickly. It is more difficult to accept the delight his slaves seem to take cranking the gin from sunup to sundown and packing and hauling 
the cotton in hot late summer weather.
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ten pounds of cotton a day ($3 to $4 at 1793 prices). A larger 
gin turned by a horse on a windlass could clean 50 pounds 
a day ($15 to $20!). When steam-powered gins were devel-
oped, the capacity for producing cotton was limited not by 
the gin’s capacity, but by the number of acres that a planter’s 
slaves could cultivate.

Whitney’s invention should have made him as rich as 
Richard Arkwright. But the cotton gin was so splendidly 
simple a machine that pirates were able to make gins that, 
with trivial modifications, dodged Whitney’s patents. 
He was no longer manufacturing gins in 1798 and nearly 
broke.

Slavery Revived
Technology had come to the South, but not industry. Eli 
Whitney’s machine revived the one-crop economy that 
planters of Washington’s generation had considered the 
South’s curse. Cotton, like tobacco and rice, was well adapted 
to gang cultivation. Cotton culture required plenty of un-
skilled labor: plowing, planting, “chopping” (killing weeds, 
an endless task in the hot, fertile South), ditch digging and 
maintenance, picking, ginning, pressing, baling, and getting 
the bales to buyers.

The fertile upland black belt that extends from South 
Carolina and Georgia to eastern Texas was natural cotton 
country. Southerners streamed into the “Old Southwest” 
(Alabama, Mississippi, and northern Louisiana) and eventu-
ally across the Mississippi into Texas and Arkansas. In 1800, 
excluding Indians, there were about 1,000 people in what is 
now Alabama. In 1810, there were 9,000; in 1820, 128,000! 

The growth of Mississippi was less dramatic but not lethar-
gic: 1800, 8,000; 1810, 31,000; 1820, 75,000.

The emigration included not only poor families seeking 
a better life, but also wealthy planters who sold their land in 
the old states and made the trek with their slaves in tow. In 
1800, there were 4,000 blacks in Alabama and Mississippi. 
In 1810, there were 17,000, virtually all of them slaves. In 
1820, the African American population was 75,000. Almost 
half the people of Mississippi were slaves.

The demand for “prime field hands”—young, healthy 
men—to toil in the cotton fields caused the price of slaves to 
soar. The average purchase price of a slave doubled between 
1795 and 1804. In Louisiana by 1810, slaves cost twice what 
they cost in Virginia. Blacks who had been financial bur-
dens in Maryland and Virginia were easily sold in the cotton 
South. The most humane masters found it difficult to resist 
the temptation of the high prices offered for their slaves. Al-
though it was illegal to sell Delaware and New Jersey slaves 
out of state, a few slave owners there smuggled their property 
into Maryland and Virginia and, from there, shipped them to 
the cotton kingdom. 

THE TRANS-APPALACHIAN
FRONTIER
The Appalachians are not high as mountains go. But they 
were long an impediment to settlement because they form 
a series of ridges that extend northeast to southwest into 

MAP 14:2 The Spread of Cotton Cultivation. Green-seed cotton grew “like a weed” on the uplands of the lower south. It was 
too difficult to retrieve its fibers until Eli Whitney’s cotton gin extracted the oily seeds without fouling the precious fiber. Then, 
commercial cotton cultivation spread “like a weed.”



northern Alabama and there are very few passes through 
them. South of the route of the Erie Canal, the easiest cross-
ings were from Cumberland, Maryland, to the Mononga-
hela River (a route scouted by George Washington) and the 
Cumberland Gap between Virginia and Kentucky. But the 
Potomac River from Cumberland, Maryland, to the Chesa-
peake Bay was not navigable for long stretches and Daniel 
Boone’s Cumberland Gap pass climbed to 1,600 feet above 
sea level. In addition to Vermont, which was mostly moun-
tainous, the only states west of the Appalachians in 1800 
were Kentucky and Tennessee. 

Population Explosion
The population explosion west of the mountains in the 
early 1800s was not restricted to the cotton belt. Kentucky 
continued to grow and the states north of the Ohio 

River grew even more dramatically than Alabama and 
Mississippi. In 1800, there were 45,000 white people in 
Ohio and a few African Americans, all of them free be-
cause the Northwest Ordinance had prohibited slavery. 
Ten years later, the state’s population was 230,000. By 
1820, trans-Appalachian Ohio was the fifth largest state in 
the Union. By 1840, with 1.5 million people, it was fourth; 
only New York, Pennsylvania, and Virginia had larger 
populations. Ohio, little more than a generation from wil-
derness (and still wild in the center) was home to more 
people than Finland, Norway, or Denmark.

Between 1800 and 1840, the mostly white population 
of Indiana grew from a few hundred to 685,856, Illinois 
from next to nil to 476,183. In 1800, Michigan amounted 
to one wretched fort inherited from the French and 
 British: Detroit. In the 1830s, New Englanders flocked to 
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MAP 14:3 Population Density, 1790--1820. A comparison of these two maps shows a dramatic increase in population density 
in the northeastern states during the early years of the nineteenth century. In part, this was a consequence of industrialization.
Maryland, Virginia, and North Carolina show little change. They remained rural and grew crops of declining value. From upland 
South Carolina west, cotton cultivation transformed near wilderness into a booming farm belt. Population growth in Tennessee, 
Kentucky, Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois was due to heavy western migration.
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 Michigan’s “oak openings,” fertile prairies amidst the for-
ests. By that time, the Mississippi River itself had ceased to 
be a frontier. Missouri, on the west bank, had been a state 
for ten years.

People on the Move
The abundance of cheap land does not by itself explain 
the torrent of people that flooded west. Russia had even 
more land for the taking in Siberia but, even after the 
czar freed the serfs, few peasants migrated to “the East.” 
They had to be dragooned into settling Siberia (or exiled 
there as punishment for crime). But Americans were not 
peasants, wary of the unfamiliar. Always excluding slaves, 
Americans were free to live where they chose and it made 
them inherently  restless, as nervous and agitated as the 

“painters” (panthers) they chased away when they pushed 
ever deeper into the woods. 

To Europeans, and sometimes to themselves, Americans 
were incapable of putting down roots. The young couple say-
ing their marriage vows and promptly clambering aboard a 
wagon to head west was as familiar a scene in New England 
as stone fences. During the first decades of the century, white 
Virginians, some with their slaves in tow, headed across 
the mountains as rapidly as a high birth rate could replace 
them. In central and western Pennsylvania, where a major 
wagon road ran west, the regional economy was closely 
tied to emigration. Inns and the stables of horse and oxen 
traders (teams needed constantly to be replaced) dotted the 
highway. Pennsylvania’s Conestoga Valley gave its name to 
a type of wagon manufactured there. It was a high-slung, 

The conestoga wagon was big and rugged. An early model was 19 feet long at the top of the four feet deep bucket, 14 feet long in the bed. It could carry 
6 tons. Conestoga wagons were as tightly caulked as boats. If it was emptied, it could be floated across a river. 

The front wheels were four feet in diameter, providing enough clearance for pretty big rocks. The rear wheels were six feet across so that, when the 
wagon needed a push, the spokes provided handholds with good leverage. The famous canvas bonnet was stretched on iron hoops and kept possessions 
and sleeping emigrants dry when it rained. 

Conestogas crossing the Appalachians were drawn by one or two yokes (pairs) of oxen. The plodding powerful beasts were kept moving by a drover 
who poked their flanks with a stick and constantly repeated command to walk. (Oxen have short memories.) Dogs were trained to run alongside and 
bark, both to keep the oxen moving and to prevent local dogs from harassing them. If you lived near an emigrant road, you heard a conestoga wagon 
coming from as far as sound carried.



heavy-wheeled vehicle that could roll where there was no 
road, with a deep bed for possessions and sleeping dry. (A 
cheap cigar that many Conestoga wagon drivers clenched 
between their teeth was dubbed the “stogie.”)

“In the United States,” marveled Alexis de Tocqueville, “a 
man builds a house in which to spend his old age, and he sells 
it before the roof is on.” An Englishman looking over lands 
near the Ohio River reported that if, to be polite, he admired 
the improvements a recent settler had made on his land, the 
man was likely to propose selling him everything on the spot 
so that he could start improving again farther west. A joke of 

the era had it that, every spring, American chickens crossed 
their legs so they could be tied up for the next push west.

Patterns of Settlement
A few of these eternal pilgrims were simply antisocial, the 
“eye-gougers” and “frontier scum” of legend and reality. 
Others were as respectable as the King James Bible they read 
regularly and wanted as much company on the frontier as 
they could persuade to join them. They meant to re-create 
the way of life they had known back east but better, because, 
out west, they could own much more land than they could 
afford east of the mountains.

Yet other pioneers were speculators and developers—a pro-
fession still with us and sometimes accepted in polite society—
dreamers, schemers, and promoters of new Edens, Romes, and 
Lexingtons. Poor men like Abraham Lincoln’s father, Thomas, 
who made a career of clearing a few acres of forest and build-
ing a cabin to sell to a newcomer were small-time develop-
ers. More important to western development were men with 
some capital (or credit) who purchased large tracts of land—a 
section or two or even more—trumpeted its glorious fertility 
and future, and sold, at a profit, farm-sized parcels—“quarter 
sections” (160 acres) or “quarter quarter-sections” (40 acres), 
which was about right for a family in well-watered areas.

Some boosters laid out what they called cities divided into 
building lots suitable to a blacksmith, grocer, printer, or lawyer. 
They named streets before trees growing in imagined intersec-
tions had been felled. Some of these town fathers were merchants 
or even manufacturers who intended to stay in the settlements 
they often named for themselves, and prosper as the country 
grew. Others were promoters who moved on as soon as they 
made their bundle—or lost it. They were quite as rootless as the 
hunters and trappers whom farmers displaced.

The Kentucky Long Rifle
The gun that won the trans-Appalachian West was the 
Kentucky long rifle. It had a 44 inch barrel and enough 
maple stock to make it the height of an average man. 
However, it weighed only eight pounds, a considerable 
recommendation to those who had to carry one all day.

The long rifle was a muzzle loader. With the butt on the 
ground, a charge of coarse black powder (measured by dead 
reckoning) was poured from a “powder horn” (the horn of an 
ox sealed against moisture) down the muzzle into the breech. 
Then a ball, wrapped in greased linen or a leather patch to 
seal the explosion, was rammed home, then a wad of paper 
to keep the ball in place.

In even the most practiced hands, the long rifle failed to 
fire one time in four. The phrase “flash in the pan” derives 
from the all too common, aggravating phenomenon of a 
charge that flashed when the trigger was pulled but failed to 
send the ball on its way.

1800 1820 1840

MAP 14:4 Cities of at Least 5000 Inhabitants, 1800--1840. The northeastern states were highly urbanized (by nineteenth-century 
standards) between 1800 and 1840, a phenomenon that would continue. By comparison, the slave states remained thoroughly 
rural. North Carolina, Florida, and Mississippi lacked a single sizable town. In the more northerly trans-Appalachian West, however, 
genuine cities have made their appearance.
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Frontier Cities
The army was the cutting edge on some frontiers. Soldiers 
posted in the West to keep an eye on Indians had to be fed, 
clothed, and entertained. Shopkeepers, saloon keepers, and 
log-cabin prostitutes clustered around military installations. 
The security the fort provided encouraged trappers, hunters, 
and others who tramped the woods to congregate within or 
near them during times of Indian trouble. Indians hooked 
by civilization’s goods—alcohol all too prominently—
 abandoned tribal life to make a sort of life on the fringes of 
the army towns. Tribal Indians also showed up periodically 
to trade. The wants of this diverse assortment of westerners 
stimulated the growth of a mercantile economy before there 
was much tillage in the neighborhood. Urbanization actually 
preceded agriculture. Vincennes, Detroit, and other western 
towns developed in this manner.

Cities preceded farms along major rivers too. Only after 
a fairly advanced (if not refined) urban life had evolved 
did the hinterland fill in with farmers to feed places like 
Cincinnati, Louisville, and Nashville, which were built on 
sites at which river travelers could conveniently beach ca-
noes and tie up rafts and keelboats. These towns became 
rest stops and jumping-off points for emigrants bound 
 farther west. When the cotton lands of the lower Mis-
sissippi boomed, sending out calls for provisions for the 
slaves who raised the lucrative crop, the river ports became 
entrepôts of grain and livestock. Cincinnati, “the Queen 

City of the West,” was famous for its slaughterhouses and 
packing plants when, a few miles away, great hardwood 
forests blocked the sun from the earth and lonely men and 
women battled malaria.

Most astonishing is how quickly some western cities be-
came manufacturing centers. In 1815, when there were no 
more than fifteen steam engines in all of France (a nation of 
20 million people), half-wild Kentucky, population 500,000, 
boasted six steam mills turning out cloth and even paper. 
Before the War of 1812, St. Louis had a steam mill six sto-
ries high. Like medieval burghers determined to erect their 
cathedral’s spires higher than the spires in the next nearest 
city, Cincinnatians built a mill nine stories high.

By 1828, Cincinnati boasted nine factories building steam 
engines, nine cotton mills, twelve newspapers, forty schools, 
two colleges, and a medical school. It was a metropolis but 
unmistakably raw and western too: Only one street was 
paved and hogs were everywhere. (Then, again, hogs still 
freely roamed the streets of Washington, D.C.)

FEDERAL LAND POLICY
Industry was the motivating economic force in the North-
eastern states, cotton in the South. In the trans-Appalachian 
West, including the southwest, the way to wealth was the 
land itself. Many people went to Illinois or Michigan or 
 Alabama neither to farm, run a shop, nor pack pork. They 
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In 1834, Chicago was a cluster 
of rude one- and two-room 
buildings on a mud flat barely 
higher than Lake Michigan. 
The town grew slowly until it 
became the northern terminus 
of the Illinois Central Railroad 
and, later, the western terminus 
of several eastern trunk lines. 
Chicago’s population exploded 
when the transcontinental 
railroads were built, bringing 
through the “Windy City” 
the produce of the last great 
American West, most famously 
hogs and cattle.



were speculators dreaming of getting rich by the eternal, 
risky game of buying land cheap, subdividing it, and sell-
ing it dear to people who wanted to live on it (or to other 
speculators). Some were sharpers by any era’s standards, out 
to line their pockets without a nod for the law, ethics, or 
common decency.

Settlers and Speculators 
Speculators were intensely interested in the price at which 
the federal government disposed of its land and the terms 
of purchase. Originally, in the Northwest Ordinances, the 
federal government sold its land for a minimum of $1 per 
acre (the price of specifi c tracts could be bid higher at auc-
tion) in parcels no smaller than a section, 640 acres. Actual 
settlers neither needed so much land nor could an ordinary 
farmer afford to part with $640. The buyers were men who 
intended to make a profi t by selling it in farm-sized pieces. 
The Confederation government was not so much catering to 
speculators as it was sparing itself, with its tiny bureaucracy, 
the prodigious costs and complex record keeping that sell-
ing millions of acres in forty-acre parcels meant. (Recording 
deeds was a county, not a federal function.)

However, during the Federalist decade, land law was re-
vised to favor big-time speculators. In 1796, the minimum 
price of federal land was doubled to $2 per acre payable 
within one year of purchase. The law also provided that only 
half the land put up for sale could be purchased in sections; 
the other half was sold in eight-section units: 5,120 acres, 
for a minimum price of $10,240. That was a fortune. But 
the Federalist Congress badly overestimated how many rich 
plungers there were. Land sales collapsed. In four years, the 
government disposed of fewer than 50,000 acres. In 1800, 
land policy was revised again. While the minimum price 
remained $2 per acre, buyers could purchase as little as a 
half-section (320 acres) and extend their payments over 
four years. And there was an 8 percent discount for those 
who paid cash.

Good Intentions, Bad Consequences
In 1804, Jefferson’s Republicans were fi rmly in power. Anti-
speculator, they reduced the size of the smallest parcel avail-
able to 160 acres and the minimum price per acre to $1.64. 
To encourage cash-poor settlers to buy, the land offi ce re-
quired only a small down payment. 

The well-intentioned law encouraged reckless speculation. 
For very little cash outlay—and that could be borrowed from 
newly chartered state banks that churned out paper money—
shoestring speculators could gain title to numerous 160-acre 
parcels which they intended to sell at a profit before too many 
installment payments came due. Many a lucky gambler got 
rich quickly by shuffling deeds and loans. Each fabulous suc-
cess story, bragged about at inns and taverns, encouraged 
others to have a go at the game. After the War of 1812, val-
ues soared as speculators grasping wads of bank notes bid 
prices up at federal auctions and bought properties from one 
another. Hysterical paper-rich speculators bid one tract of 
prime cotton acreage in Alabama up to $100 an acre!

It was, in the language of the era, a bubble. The ostensible 
values of land bore no rational relationship to the wealth that 
the land could actually produce. Asking prices were inflated 
with air. Sales were transacted in borrowed bank notes sup-
posedly redeemable in gold and silver but which often were 
nothing more than elegantly printed paper. Like all bubbles, 
the land bubble was inflated by the delusion that no matter 
how absurd the price one man paid for land, someone else was 
willing to buy it for more. In 1815, the government sold a mil-
lion acres, in 1819 more than 5 million. Nor was it just the 
price of land that rose. With so much paper money circulating, 
the prices of all commodities rose. Cotton, tobacco, and grain 
prices climbed. Back East, even groceries and rents rose.

The Panic of 1819
The bubble had to burst and it did, in 1819. Speculators 
found no buyers for parcels of their landed empires at the 
prices they needed to meet their own obligations and retain 
title. They defaulted at both the land offi ce and at banks. 
Acreage the government had marked “Sold” reverted to the 
public domain. Wildcat banks, with little coin in their vaults 
and few loans being repaid, closed their doors by the dozens 
every week; the paper money they had issued was worthless. 
The price of cotton collapsed, causing bonafi de planters to 
default on their loans. Nationwide, about half a million wage 
workers lost their jobs,.

What Caused the Panic of 1819?
At bottom, like all booms that bust, it was caused by the human 
capacity for greed and an even more marvelous capacity for 
self-delusion. Crazed speculations, whether in land, gold, sil-
ver, diamonds, dot.com stocks, or even tulip bulbs as happened 
in seventeenth-century Holland, are based on the principle of 
“the greater fool.” People pay absurd prices for a commodity in 
the belief that a “greater fool,” willing to pay even more for it, is 
just around the corner. When the supply of greater fools runs 
out, however, or the money fueling the speculation loses value, 
the bubble bursts and paper fortunes disappear.

The Panic of 1819 had specific causes too. British buyers of 
cotton looked elsewhere in the world for fiber when inflation 
drove the price of American cotton too high. The western 
banks that combusted like mushrooms to exploit the specu-
lation were poorly capitalized and irresponsibly managed. 
They printed and loaned out far more paper money than, 
given their tiny gold and silver reserves, they could redeem if 
more than a few people demanded coin. The Second Bank of 
the United States, chartered in 1816 to monitor and restrain 
state banks, failed to do its job. In 1817, after encouraging 
the purchase of federal land with borrowed paper money, 
the federal government abruptly ordered the land office to 
accept only specie (gold and silver coin) as payment. There 
was, simply, not enough gold and silver circulating and the 
commerce in land (and a good deal else) came to a halt.

Squatters and Their Hero
In the trans-Appalachian West, the word squatter lacked the 
disagreeable odor it has today. Squatters were just settlers who, 
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Benton was building a political career in Tennessee when he 
was involved in a gunfight with a group pf men including 
Andrew Jackson, the most powerful man in the state. Sensi-
bly, Benton moved again—to Missouri. 

Although he was well read in the classics and liked to 
sprinkle his oratory with allusions to Greek and Roman his-
tory, Benton knew how to turn on the bluster that amused 
rough-hewn westerners. “I never quarrel, sir,” he told an op-
ponent in a political debate. “But sometimes I fight, sir; and 
when I fight, sir, a funeral follows, sir.”

Benton was a populist. That is, he trumpeted the interests 
of the common people against the rich, bankers, paper money, 
land speculators, anyone and anything else he defined as inim-
ical to the common man. Throughout his long career—thirty 
years in the Senate—he fought for an ever more liberal land 
policy favoring settlers over speculators. His pet project was 
“squatters’ rights,” or preemption. The principle of preemp-
tion provided that people who settled on and improved land 
before the government offered it for sale were permitted to 
purchase the land at the government’s minimum price. They 
were not required to bid against others at auction.

Another Benton program was graduation: Land that 
remained unsold after government auction—the least 
 desirable—would be offered for sale at half the minimum 
price and, after a passage of time, at a quarter. The price of the 
land would be graduated downward so as to increase the num-
ber of people able to afford it. Eventually, Benton hoped, long 
unsold land would be given away to people willing to settle it.

Benton’s sentiments were more Jeffersonian than anything 
Jefferson ever proposed. Land was for use; it was not a com-
modity whose value could be manipulated by speculators 
for their own enrichment. Benton favored those who tilled 
the soil, “the bone and sinew of the republic” in Jefferson’s 
phrase, over financial interests once associated with the Fed-
eralists and, during Benton’s career, with the Whig party.

Western Eloquence
The following statement was made before a land auction in 
Missouri by Simeon Cragin who was, it would seem, himself 
a speculator.

I own fourteen claims, and if any man jump one of them, I 
will shoot him down at once, sir. I am a gentleman, sir, and 
a scholar. I was educated at Bangor, have been in the 
United States Army, and served my country faithfully. I am 
the discoverer of the Wopsey, can ride a grizzly bear, or 
whip any human that ever crossed the Mississippi, and if 
you dare to jump one of my claims, die you must.

out of orneriness, innocence, or ignorance of the law, devel-
oped farms on public land before the government offered it 
for sale. They cleared trees and plowed fi elds and built cab-
ins and barns. The created a home on land to which they did 
not hold legal title. Such improved land was particularly at-
tractive to speculators because the squatters had substantially 
increased the property’s value. When the Land Offi ce held its 
auction, many squatters saw their claims “jumped.” They were 
outbid for their own homes by speculators rich in bank notes.

Some squatters responded with vigilante action. They 
banded together in “land clubs,” threatening physical reprisals 
against anyone who bid on a member’s land. Not infrequently, 
they made good on their threats. But speculators determined 
to jump squatter claims could and did hire toughs, never hard 
to find on the frontier, who were more than a match for farm-
ers. And the law was on the speculators’ side; the squatters had 
no legal right to the land they had improved.

Squatters and their sympathizers turned to Congress for 
help. After 1820, they found a tireless spokesman in Senator 
Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri. Born in North Carolina, 
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Chapter 15

The People’s Hero
Andrew Jackson and a New Era
1824–1830

Thou great democratic God!, . . . who didst pick up Andrew Jackson from the pebbles; 
who didst hurl him upon a warhorse; who didst thunder him higher than a throne! 
Thou who, in all Thy mighty, earthly marchings, ever cullest Thy selected champions 
from the kingly commons.

—Herman Melville

Except an enormous fabric of executive power, the President has built up nothing. . . . 
He goes for destruction, universal destruction.

—Henry Clay

had traditions and a procedure for nominating its candidate 
for the presidency but, in 1824, they so heavily favored one 
of the aspirants that the others were inclined to think them 
out-of-date.

An Orderly Succession
Before 1824, the Jefferson Republicans chose their presidential 
candidate in a caucus of the party’s senators and representa-
tives. Even it was a formality because, except in 1808, there was 
always only one contender for the honor, either the incumbent 
or his hand-picked successor. (In 1808, James  Monroe chal-
lenged Jefferson’s choice, James Madison, and lost.)

In 1824, now himself the retiring president, Monroe hoped 
that his designation of a successor, ratified by the caucus, would 
be enough. He asked the party to nominate his Secretary of the 
Treasury, William Crawford. Crawford had another tradition 
on his side. He was the crown prince of the “Virginia Dynasty.” 
Four of the first five presidents were Virginians. Crawford was 
from Georgia, but he had been born in Virginia.

The caucus met and nominated Crawford, but only 
 Crawford men attended. “King Caucus” was dead. Long be-
fore it met in 1824, the legislatures of their home states had 
put forward the names of three other candidates:  General 
Andrew Jackson of Tennessee, Secretary of State John Quincy 
Adams of Massachusetts, and Speaker of the House Henry 
Clay of Kentucky. 

T
he single-party political world of the Monroe 
years had its virtues. Americans were spared ap-
peals to party loyalty, at its best an ignoble loyalty. 
Holding high office was an honorable profession; 
it could be viewed, and was, as fulfilling a gentle-

man’s duty to perform public service, as the Founding Fa-
thers, at their best, intended. The same four men headed the 
four most important cabinet departments—State,  Treasury, 
Justice, and War—throughout Monroe’s presidency. They 
were all of the first rank, arguably the best men in the coun-
try for their jobs. Little bothered by pressures to find salaried 
jobs for party hacks, they ran their departments efficiently 
and honestly. Attorney-General William Wirt took over a 
Justice Department that was a mess because of his prede-
cessors’ neglect and (over twelve years) put its procedures, 
record keeping, and ethics into order. Cabinet discussions 
of issues facing the government were, possibly, never more 
intelligent and disinterested.

THE ELECTION OF 1824
But it could not last. There were too many prominent men 
around (including three cabinet offi cers) who had presidential 
ambitions, who, indeed, believed they had each earned the 
right to succeed Monroe. The Jefferson Republican party 



favored a nationally fi nanced and coordinated internal im-
provements program. Had the election been about compet-
ing principles, either Clay or Adams would have been under 
great pressure to step aside in order to unite the nationalist 
vote behind one candidate. But it was not, and it probably 
did not matter. Clay and Quincy Adams disliked one another 
personally. When they were both peace commissioners in 
Ghent, negotiating a treaty to end the War of 1812, Clay had 
thrown himself into the high life during off-hours, drinking, 
gambling, and chasing women. To Adams, who was person-
ally fastidious and a workaholic, there were no off-hours. He 
thought Clay frivolous and dissolute. Clay thought Quincy 
Adams was a yankee prig.

Clay conceded that Adams would win the electoral votes 
of New England. However, he expected that his long labors 
in Congress working for internal improvements would 
carry most of the western states, and that his leadership in 
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Virginia Dynasty
Four of the first five presidents were from 
Virginia. Virginians were president for thirty-
two of the republic’s first thirty-six years.

This seems a bit grotesque today. Indeed, 
the term “Virginia Dynasty” was pejorative, 
coined by a contemporary who was not 
at all happy with all those Virginians. On 
closer examination, however, the political 
prominence of Virginians at the top made 
sense statistically and was, in part, 
accidental.

Virginia was the most populous state 
until about 1820. When Washington and 
Thomas Jefferson were nominated to head 

the country, fully one American in five lived 
in Virginia. The state’s population was just 
a few thousand less than the combined 
populations of the six smallest states!

Nevertheless, the only dynast who 
would not have been elected without 
Virginia’s electoral votes was Jefferson 
in 1800. George Washington would have 
been president for life had he been born 
and bred in Delaware, the smallest state. 
And the other three Virginia presidents—
Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe—were 
hardly Washington’s heirs. They opposed 
his policies during his second term and 
Washington came to despise Jefferson.

Jefferson did pick Madison to succeed 
him and Madison picked Monroe, but not 
because they were Virginians. Madison 
had been Jefferson’s most intimate and 
obeisant advisor since 1790. He would 
have gotten Jefferson’s nod in 1808 had 
he been a Delawarean. Madison selected 
Monroe because he had served Madison as 
secretary of state. 

Madison’s and Monroe’s four lopsided 
election victories had nothing to do with 
the state from which they hailed. It was 
because of the collapse of the Federalist 
party including, after Hamilton’s death, a 
collapse in the quality of the party’s leaders.

DeWitt Clinton had considered running but decided to seek 
the governorship of New York instead. South Carolina’s legis-
lature was poised to nominate the state’s favorite son, Secretary 
of War John C. Calhoun. Calhoun had traveled in the North 
trying to recruit supporters there. But the signs there were not 
good, and not much better in the South where Crawford was 
the favorite. When Calhoun was nominated for vice president 
on both the Jackson and Adams tickets, he opted out of the 
presidential contest in favor of the sure thing. He was only 
42, younger than anyone yet elected president. Calhoun could 
reasonably conclude that his turn would come.

The Candidates
The election was more about personalities and sectional loy-
alties than about issues. Adams and Clay, for example, were 
both nationalists. Both advocated a high protective tariff and 

1824 1830 1832 1834 18361826 1828 1838

Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson 1824–1838

1824  “Corrupt bargain” election

Andrew Jackson president  1829–1837

1828 “Tariff of Abominations”

1826 Anti-Masonic party founded

1829 Mudslinging presidential campaign

1829 South Carolina Exposition

1830 Maysville Road veto; Indian Removal Act

1832 South Carolina nullifies tariff; Congress enacts “Force Bill”

1825–1829 John Quincy Adams president

All “civilized tribes” removed to West  1838
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won only seven electors outside the Northeast. Only Jackson 
carried states in all three sections.

The General won more popular votes and electoral votes 
than any of his opponents. However, his 99 electoral votes 
fell 32 short of the majority the Constitution required. As 
in 1800, the job of choosing the president fell to the House 
of Representatives casting one vote per state. The Twelfth 
Amendment restricted the House to choosing from among 
the top three vote-getters in the electoral college. So Clay, 
who finished fourth, was eliminated from contention. (A 
nasty blow; as the popular Speaker of the House and a mas-
ter of patching together alliances of congressmen, he should 
have been able to eke out a majority of states.) Crawford was 
out of the running too. He had been felled by a stroke that 
left him bedridden and unable to speak.

So, it was Jackson versus Adams. Jacksonians argued that 
it was no contest; it was the duty of the House to ratify the 
General’s election. He had won a plurality of both popular 
and electoral votes. He was the choice of three western states, 
five southern states, and Pennsylvania. The House of Repre-
sentatives was morally bound to ratify the people’s choice.

It was a good argument—the democratic argument—but 
it did not carry the day. Instead, largely because of the politi-
cal principles, personal ambitions, and influence of Henry 
Clay and, some would say, the doddering impulse of an el-
derly New York congressman, the prize went to John Quincy 
Adams.

President Calhoun
John C. Calhoun came closer to being president in 1824 than 
he ever again would. He was elected vice president by the 
electoral college, but no presidential candidate had a majority 
of electoral votes. The Twelfth Amendment provided, in that 
case, that the House of Representatives chose the president. 
If the House failed to do so by inauguration day—it almost 
did just that in 1800—”then the Vice-President shall act as 
President, as in the case of the death or other constitutional 
disability of the President.”

It is fortunate that this provision has never been called 
upon because its sloppy wording would have invited a 
constitutional crisis. What would happen if, after the vice 
president-elect had been sworn in as president, the House 
got its act together and announced it had made its choice? 
Would the “acting president” have stepped down? Or would 
he have insisted that, having been sworn in, he had been 
constitutionally installed for four years and was not going 
anywhere? The Amendment can be read either way and 
surely would have been.

 compromising the ugly Missouri dispute would win enough 
electoral votes in the upper South, which had been pro-
compromise, to put him over. Clay was himself a slave owner. 
Had there not been another westerner in the contest, the 
“Great Compromiser” might well have won the election.

But another westerner there was, and he was a formi-
dable rival. Clay was famous and loved; Andrew Jackson 
of  Tennessee was celebrated and adored. He was the hero 
of New  Orleans and the conqueror of the Creek nation. So 
magical was his name that his supporters did not much care 
that Jackson’s views on every political issue of the day were 
something of a mystery. As one admirer put it, “he has slain 
the Indians and flogged the British, and therefore is the wis-
est and greatest man in the nation.”

William Crawford was the only old-time Jeffersonian in the 
contest and even he, like Monroe, had accommodated with the 
nationalistic mood of the era and trimmed his  Jeffersonian 
suspicion of the federal government to mouthing the occa-
sional piety. Crawford expected to win the electoral votes of 
the slave states (except Clay’s Kentucky and  Jackson’s Tennes-
see) and he had enough support in New  Jersey,  Pennsylvania, 
and New York to encourage his illusions.

MAP 15:1 Presidential Election of 1824. Andrew Jackson won 
more electoral votes in the southern states than William Crawford, 
the “southern candidate,” did. He carried Indiana, which Henry
Clay expected to win and Pennsylvania, the second biggest state, 
in John Quincy Adams’s Northeast. He was the only truly national 
candidate, winning states in the North, the South, and the West.

And the Winner is . . . ?
When the votes were counted, the importance of regional 
loyalties was obvious, but so was the nationalism of the wake 
of the War of 1812. General Jackson, alone of the four candi-
dates, was a hero nationwide, and the count in the electoral 
college showed it. Clay won only four electoral votes outside 
of the West; he even lost Indiana and Illinois, major benefi -
ciaries of the National Road, to Jackson. Crawford won just 
fi ve votes outside of the South; indeed, Jackson defeated him 
in every southern state except Georgia and Virginia. Adams 
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New York Elects Quincy Adams
The state delegations in the House were divided cleanly down 
the middle between Jackson and Quincy Adams. New York 
was the swing state. New York had given 26 of its 36 electoral 

votes to Adams, only 1 to Jackson. However, its representatives 
were torn evenly between the two candidates. Some had been 
persuaded by the Jacksonian appeal to democracy. Others 
had ties to the Albany Regency, a faction that leaned toward 
Jackson. The New Yorkers might well have given Jackson the 
presidency had not Henry Clay gone to work. If Clay disliked 
Adams, he detested and feared Jackson. Jackson was his rival 
for the political leadership of the West. Clay thought Jackson 
unfi t for the job. Winning battles was not a qualifi cation for 
national leadership. And, as a general, Jackson had a reputation 
for the ruthless exercise of power. He had disobeyed orders in 
his actions in Florida and he had been—Clay believed—too 
liberal with the fi ring squad in disciplining his soldiers.

The importance of retaining the Speaker’s favor prevented 
a Jackson stampede in the New York delegation. The deadlock 
that resulted was broken by Stephen Van Rensselaer. He later 
explained that, just before the roll call, he bowed his head to 
pray for divine guidance and saw on the floor a piece of paper 
on which was written “Adams.” Taking it as a sign, he voted for 
Quincy Adams, giving him New York’s vote and the presidency. 

Jackson’s backers were enraged. God had not selected Adams; 
Henry Clay had. When, a short time later, the new president 
named Clay to be his secretary of the state, they claimed that 
the two men had negotiated a “corrupt bargain”: the presidency 
for Adams in return for the position of heir-apparent for Clay.

Losers Who Won
John Quincy Adams is the only president who won fewer 
electoral votes than an opponent and still took office. 
But he is not the only president to be elected with fewer 
popular votes than another candidate. In 1876, Republican 
Rutherford B. Hayes won fewer votes than Democrat 
Samuel J. Tilden, but Hayes was inaugurated. In 1888, 
Republican Benjamin Harrison lost the popular vote to 
Democrat Grover Cleveland but won handily in the electoral 
college. In 2000, the Democratic party candidate, Albert 
Gore, had a popular majority but lost in the electoral 
college to Republican George W. Bush.

John Randolph’s Slaves
John Randolph was what today is called “emotionally unstable” 
and was several times laid low with temporary insanity. It 
affected his treatment of the 300 slaves he owned and almost 
determined their fate after his death.

The rational Randolph consistently maintained that he 
hated slavery, and he meant it. He inherited his slaves; he 
never bought one and he never sold one. He was usually a 
kind master. An abolitionist from Massachusetts who visited 
Randolph’s plantation, Josiah Quincy, admitted that Randolph’s 
slaves loved him. However, Randolph’s neighbors said that 
when he was out of his mind, he was an abusive master.

Randolph wrote three wills. In two of them he freed his 
slaves and bequeathed each of them enough money to 
establish themselves. In a third will, he ordered his slaves 
sold at auction and the proceeds divided among his heirs. 
Much to the chagrin of those heirs, the court ruled that 
Randolph had not been “of sound mind” when he wrote the 
third will and ordered his slaves freed. 

“Corrupt Bargain!”
It is diffi cult to believe that there was an explicit “bargain.” 
Adams and Clay did not, as the Jacksonians claimed, sit 
down at a table—or have intermediaries meet—and work 
out a trade-off. Clay was not above such an arrangement. 
How else did a “Great Compromiser” operate except by po-
litical horse-trading? But John Quincy Adams would have 

An overly optimistic cartoon by a Henry Clay supporter. Clay is 
sewing closed the mouth of Andrew Jackson to silence his false 
accusations of a “corrupt bargain” between Clay and President John 
Quincy Adams. Actually, Jackson did not speak publicly about the 
alleged bargain; he left that to his henchmen. And Clay’s lengthy 
rebuttal of the charge, published in 1827, did not silence them. The 
corrupt bargain issue contributed to Adams’s defeat in the election 
of 1828 and shadowed Clay for the rest of his life.
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256 Chapter 15 The People’s Hero

bristled at so unsavory a proposition. He valued his haughty 
New England integrity to the extent that it incapacitated him 
for public life in the emerging age of democratic politics and 
slavish partisanship. 

He was, no doubt, thanking Clay for his support when he 
named him secretary of state, but there was no deal. Indeed, 
it was a politically stupid act of stubborn rectitude of which 
Adams was quite capable. It was inevitable that the charge of 
a corrupt bargain would follow and haunt the rest of his po-
litical career. Why the canny Clay accepted the appointment 
is more difficult to understand. As Speaker of the House, he 
was the second most powerful official in government. He 
could advance the programs both he and Adams espoused as 
Speaker, which he could not do as secretary of state. He was 
not yet 50. He had plenty of career ahead of him to risk being 
tainted by the charge of corruption, but he did it.

MAP 15:2 Presidential Election of 1828. John Quincy Adams 
held his ground in his electoral college rematch with Andrew 
Jackson in 1828. Indeed, he won a majority in New Jersey, which 
had voted for Jackson in 1824. But Jackson swept the West and 
the South, winning the states that had voted for Crawford or Clay 
four years earlier, including Henry Clay’s Kentucky.

THE AGE OF THE COMMON MAN
Like his father, John Quincy Adams brought impressive cre-
dentials to the presidency. He had almost literally spent his 
entire adult life in public service. Jacksonians made much of 
the fact that when Jackson was 14, a British offi cer slashed 
his face when the boy refused to clean his boots. When John 
Quincy Adams was 14, he was serving as secretary and per-
sonal assistant to an American minister abroad in France and 
the Netherlands (his father). As a young man, Jackson had 
been “the most roaring, game-cocking, horse-racing, card-
playing, mischievous fellow that ever lived in Salisbury,” 
North Carolina. Quincy Adams was himself minister in the 
Netherlands and Prussia during his twenties.

Another Unhappy Adams
Unfortunately, Adams was not in tune with his times. His pride 
in his heritage and achievements made him hyper-dignifi ed, 
formal. He was temperamentally incapable of providing what 
more and more voters were demanding of their leaders: easy 
informality, the “common touch,” glad-handing. Indeed, with 
government at every level becoming more democratic, John 
Quincy Adams remained as suspicious of the power of the 
people as any Federalist had been. He spoke contemptuously 
of being “palsied by the will of our constituents.”

Ironically, given the corrupt bargain charge, Quincy Adams 
was not only above corruption, he found bargains—politi-
cal horsetrading—distasteful. He tried to stand above parti-
san politics just at the time when the first political machine, 
based on rewarding party workers with government jobs, was 

Few presidents have come to the White House with John Quincy Adams’s 
experience in government. He was the American minister in several 
European countries, a senator, and, for eight years, secretary of state. 
He was also aloof to the point of arrogance, not a desirable trait for a 
politician in an increasingly democratic era. 
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taking shape in New York state. Like his father, who retained 
cabinet members disloyal to him, Quincy Adams allowed 
open enemies—Jacksonians—whom it was his prerogative 
to fire to stay in office. To have removed them and filled their 
posts with his own supporters, Adams felt, was unworthy.

Adams had supporters but, perhaps, no friends. By the end 
of his term, he had a smaller political base in Washington that 
was unreservedly devoted to him than any previous president.

A Democratic Upheaval
Adams’s view of himself as a member of a natural elite of 
talent, education, and culture was a characteristic of his 
father’s generation. During the 1820s, and obvious to those 
who would see even before 1824, politics was ceasing to be 
the almost exclusive concern of the gentlemen, men with the 
leisure and fi nancial independence to think of holding of-
fi ce as a public service. Increasingly, politics (and highly par-
tisan newspapers) preoccupied the white male population. 
The great French commentator on American attitudes and 
folkways, Alexis de Tocqueville, wrote that “almost the only 
pleasure which an American knows is to take part in gov-
ernment.” A visitor to the United States less sympathetic to 
Americans than de Tocqueville, Mrs. Frances Trollope, was 
appalled that American men would rather talk politics than 
mend their fences and tend their crops.

In part, this great democratic upheaval was the fruit of half 
a century of Jeffersonian rhetoric that flirted with  democracy. 
The Jeffersonians never ceased saying that “the people should 
rule.” They transformed democracy from something of a dirty 
word (which it was in the 1790s) into an ideal. Jefferson himself 
did not believe that “the common man” was “as good as” he 
was. In their correspondence, he and John Adams agreed on the 
term “natural aristocracy” to define the men (like themselves) 
who should rule. But the Jefferson party’s endlessly repeated 
paeans to democratic government could not fail to have effect.

The expansion of democracy in the 1820s and 1830s was 
also the consequence of the extraordinary growth and en-
ergy of the young republic. An increasingly ambitious and 
prosperous people needed to struggle less in order to survive 
and, therefore, had more time to think about public affairs 
(without neglecting their fences and crops). With issues like 
the tariff, land policy, and internal improvements bearing 
heavily on them, ordinary men had good reason to take an 
interest in politics and demand a greater say in government.

Finally, the wave of democratic reform had a peculiarly 
western source. In order to attract population, western territo-
ries and young states extended the right to vote to all free adult 
white males. All five western states admitted to the Union be-
tween 1816 and 1821—Indiana, Mississippi, Illinois, Alabama, 
and Missouri—required no property ownership of voters. 
Western states enacted other laws designed to appeal to people 
of modest station. Kentucky abolished imprisonment for debt 
in 1821. No longer could a man (or the occasional woman) be 
jailed for financial misfortune (or calculated dereliction).

The older states had no alternative but to copy the western 
example. Fearful of losing too many people to the West, most 
eastern states adopted universal white manhood suffrage and 

the popular election of presidential electors. In 1824, about 
half the states retained some property qualifications in order 
to qualify to vote. By 1830, only North Carolina, Virginia, 
Rhode Island, and Louisiana did, and Rhode Island’s con-
servatism in the matter can be misleading. Still governed 
under the state’s colonial charter, which could not easily be 
amended, Rhode Island was rocked by a brief but violent up-
rising in 1842, Dorr’s Rebellion, which resulted in an exten-
sion of the vote to all adult white males.

In 1800, only two of sixteen states named presidential 
electors by popular vote. In 1824, eighteen of twenty-four 
states did. By 1832, only planter-dominated South Carolina 
still named electors in the legislature.

Given the right to vote, white males did. In 1824, the first 
presidential election in which there was widespread popular 
participation, about one-quarter of the country’s eligible vot-
ers cast ballots. In 1828, one-half of the eligible voters voted, 
in 1840, more than three-quarters. If a similar proportion of 
eligible voters voted in a presidential election today, it would 
be accounted a revolution.

The “Workies”
Newly enfranchised voters sometimes built parties around spe-
cifi c issues. During the 1820s, “workingmen’s parties” sprang 
up in several eastern cities. Called the “Workies,” they pushed 
in city and state elections for a variety of reforms to protect 
themselves: abolition of imprisonment for debt, which hit in-
dependent artisans hard; mechanics’ lien laws, which prevented 
creditors from seizing an indebted carpenter’s or blacksmith’s 
tools to satisfy their claims; laws giving unpaid employees, 
rather than creditors, fi rst crack at the assets of a bankrupt em-
ployer; and free public education open to all children. To the 
workingmen of the Northeast, education was the equivalent of 
the westerner’s free land, the key to moving up in the world.

The Workies had their victories, especially in New York. But 
the party’s support dwindled when middle-class visionaries 
joined the parties and tried to commit them to more cosmic 
reforms. Scotland-born Frances “Fanny” Wright, a feminist be-
fore feminism’s time, spoke to Workie rallies advocating equal 
rights for women and “free love” —the freedom of all, unmar-
ried and married, to enjoy any sexual partner they chose.

Fanny’s embrace was the kiss of death. Workingmen had 
no more interest in modifying the legal status of women than 
merchant princes did. And they were quite as committed to 
traditional sexual morality as their ministers and priests. No 
doubt as likely to dally individually as people of the middle 
and upper classes, skilled workers were sensitive to the fact 
that their social status was superior to that of the urban un-
derclass in part because of the blatant promiscuity of the 
lower orders. Once most of the Workies’ bread-and-butter 
reforms were enacted, they lost interest in the Workingmen’s 
parties and drifted into the Jacksonian camp.

The Anti-Masonic Party
The Anti-Masonic party was an expression of the demo-
cratic upheaval of the 1820s and 1830s. It was founded in 
upstate New York when a bricklayer named William  Morgan 
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 published an exposé of the Society of Freemasons and, 
shortly thereafter, was taken away by several Masons, disap-
peared, and was probably murdered.

Founded in London in 1717 by gentlemen who believed in 
God but not necessarily in Christianity, the Masonic Order de-
vised secret rituals drawn in part from what was known about 
ancient Egypt in the time of the building of the pyramids. 
Thus, the stonemason regalia (and the pyramid topped by an 
all-seeing eye) still on the back of the dollar bill. ( Benjamin 
Franklin and George Washington were both Masons).

By the 1820s, the order was quite large in the United States 
and membership mainly consisted of middle- and upper-
class businessmen, professionals, and, in the South, well-
to-do planters. In small towns, invitations to join were usu-
ally snapped up; being a Mason was a sign that a man had 
“arrived.” The increasingly elaborate hocus-pocus of lodge 
meetings and handshakes and passwords by which Masons 
could identify one another were considered sacred secrets. 
Much of Morgan’s book dealt with Masonic rituals and re-
galia. He quoted the initiation ceremony during which a 
new member swore “to keep all Masonic secrets under the 

 penalty of having his throat cut, his tongue torn out, and his 
body buried in the ocean.” When Morgan disappeared and 
a corpse apparently mutilated according to regulations was 
dragged out of the Niagara River, outrage swept the state.

Politicians made much of the fact that Morgan was a 
workingman. The Order, they said, was a conspiracy aimed 
at keeping Masons on top and the common man down. The 
handshakes and passwords, they pointed out, quoting from 
Morgan’s book, were to identify Brother Masons so as to do 
business with them rather than with “any other person in the 
same circumstances.” 

In part, then, the Anti-Masonic party was a common 
man’s rebellion against the establishment. Every governor 
of New York between 1804 and 1828 had been a Mason. No 
more, the Anti-Masons said. Secret societies and preferential 
treatment for members had no place in the United States. 
Indeed, if a man was required to keep secrets from his own 
wife, he was violating the sanctity of marriage as surely as if 
he practiced free love.

A brace of political leaders who would later play impor-
tant roles in national politics were Anti-Masons during the 
1820s and 1830s: Thaddeus Stevens, Thurlow Weed, William 
H. Seward, and a future president, Millard Fillmore. In 1832, 
the party’s presidential candidate, former Attorney  General 
William Wirt, won 33,000 votes and carried the state of 
 Vermont; the party elected 53 candidates to Congress.

The Anti-Masons had difficulty with the fact that the uni-
versal hero, George Washington, had been a Mason. They had 
none with the fact that Andrew Jackson was active in the Order. 
They were staunch anti-Jacksonians. When, in 1834, the anti-
Jackson Whig party was organized, most Anti-Masons drifted 
into it. (Although Henry Clay too was a Mason.)

THE REVOLUTION OF 1828
Thomas Jefferson had called his election in 1800 the “Revolu-
tion of 1800,” but the election of 1828 marked as great a break 
with what had gone before as 1800 had. Andrew Jackson’s 
overwhelming victory in 1828 was a more decisive repudia-
tion of the incumbent administration than Jefferson’s tiny 
margin of victory in 1800. And Jackson was the fi rst presi-
dent to come from a western state. (He was the fi rst president 
not from Virginia or Massachusetts.) The 1828 election cam-
paign was as “dirty” as the Federalist versus Jefferson Repub-
lican campaigns of 1800 and 1804, and because most white 
men could vote in 1828, it was noisier and more intrusive in 
daily life than any election campaign that had preceded it.

Slinging Mud
Jackson followed precedent by taking no part in the cam-
paign of 1828. Indeed, he was uncharacteristically restrained 
in his public remarks and letters between his “corrupt bar-
gain” defeat in 1824 and 1828. He remained in his planta-
tion home, the Hermitage, while his supporters, calling 
themselves Democratic-Republicans, fi red insulting salvos at 
President Adams. They depicted Quincy Adams as a usurper 

Founded in 1826, the Anti-Masonic Party had astonishing success 
in the Northeast—for a few years. In 1832, it elected fifty-three 
Congressmen, about as many as the National Republicans, 
soon to be known as Whigs. In part, the party reflected the cult 
of the common man. Its supporters regarded the Masons as a 
conspiracy that discriminated against non-Masons in business 
and government. As shown in this illustration, however, the most 
effective anti-Masonic propaganda was emotional, emphasizing 
what was widely believed to be the Masons’ lurid, even obscene 
secret rituals.
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The notorious “coffin handbill,” a widely distributed anti-Jackson advertisement describing in detail the men Jackson had 
“murdered.” Most of Jackson’s “victims” were, in fact, militiamen under his command executed for desertion or mutiny, 
which were legitimate capital crimes. Jackson was, however, much freer in his use of firing squads than other generals of the 
time. 
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Pistols at Twenty Paces

A duel is a prearranged combat in cold blood between two 
gentlemen in front of witnesses. The issue was the honor of 
a man who believed he had been insulted, or the honor of a 
woman under his protection. It was not necessary that duel-
ists fight to the death. Merely observing the intricate rules of 
the duel confirmed the honor of both men. Many American 
duels—fought with a pair of identical pistols— ended when 
each party discharged his weapon in the general direction 
of the other. The point was the display of courage. That was 
why only gentlemen dueled; the vulgar multitude brawled.

Although Edward Doty and Edward Leicester fought 
something like a duel in Virginia in 1621, the custom was 
almost unknown in colonial America. Scholars have found 
records of only a dozen before 1776. Then, during the Revo-
lutionary War, French officers introduced the Code Duello,
the European rules of etiquette, to their American friends. 
American officers took so zealously to the institution that, 
even before the war was over, a Frenchman wrote, “the rage 
for dueling here has reached an incredible and scandalous 
point.” A decade later, when some aristocrats fled the French 
Revolution to Louisiana, they made New Orleans the duel-
ing capital of North America. On one Sunday in 1839, ten 
duels were fought in the city. A woman wrote that the young 
men of her acquaintance kept score of their duels as young 
ladies kept count of marriage proposals.

Dueling spread rapidly as sudden wealth created men 
in a hurry to prove their gentility. Timothy Flint wrote of 
Mississippi: “Many people without education and char-
acter, who were not gentlemen in the circles where they 
used to move, get accommodated here from the tailor with 
something of the externals of a gentleman, and at once set 
up in this newly assumed character. The shortest road to 
settle their pretensions is to fight a duel.”

Button Gwinnet, a signer of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence from Georgia, was killed in a duel in 1777. James 
Madison fought a duel in 1797. Commodore Stephen 
Decatur fought a duel in 1801 and was killed in another 
in 1820. Of the four presidential candidates in 1824, three 
were duelists. Henry Clay had several duels despite the 
fact that he was a notoriously bad shot. Andrew Jackson’s 
enemies tried (without success) to blacken his character 
because he had killed men in duels.

Duels were illegal almost everywhere, but only in New 
England were they unrespectable. In 1802, two Massachusetts 
congressmen, Josiah Quincy and Timothy Pickering, let it be 
known they would neither challenge anyone to a duel nor ac-
cept a challenge. They paid a price for their principles; Repub-
licans did not restrain their language in debating them.

In 1828, Andrew Jackson’s political enemies said that he 
had been involved in a hundred duels. Not likely; not even Old 
Hickory was lucky enough to beat those odds. But he fought 
several and the written terms of one of them have survived. In 
1806, Jackson faced Charles Dickinson, a Nashville lawyer:

It is agreed that the distance shall be 24 feet, the par-
ties to stand facing each other, with their pistols drawn 
perpendicularly. When they are ready, the single word 
fire is to be given at which they are to fire as soon as 
they please. Should either fire before the word is given, 
we [the seconds of both parties] pledge ourselves to shoot 
him down instantly. The person to give the word to be 
determined by lot, as also the choice of position.

Dickinson fired first, wounding Jackson. “Back to the mark, 
sir,” Jackson said when Dickinson staggered in fear of what was 
to come. Then, according to Jackson’s enemies, Jackson’s pistol 
misfired, and in violation of the Code Duello, he pulled the 
hammer back and fired again. This breach of honor haunted 
Jackson for the rest of his life, for Dickinson died.

Thomas Hart Benton fought a grotesque duel with a man 
named Charles Lucas. They fired at one another at a distance 
of ten feet! Or, rather, Benton fired at a distance of ten feet and 
put a ball in Lucas’s heart. To Benton’s credit, he was ashamed 
of the affair. He burned all the documents pertaining to the 
duel and never spoke of it. Another episode that mocked the 
duelists’ pretensions to gentlemanly honor involved Col. William 
Cumming and a prominent Jeffersonian Congressman, George 
McDuffie of South Carolina. President Monroe and John C. 
Calhoun tried to stop it. Calhoun believed that Cumming was 
insane and subsequent events confirmed his diagnosis. Cum-
ming wounded McDuffie. When told McDuffie had repeated 
his insult to Cumming’s honor, Cumming demanded a re-
match. Cumming’s shot missed; he then stooped into a crouch. 
McDuffie, disgusted, walked away. Cumming had the brass to 
demand they meet again. At the third duel, Cumming’s ball 
broke McDuffie’s arm.

By the 1820s, dueling was a crime almost everywhere. 
South Carolina imposed a fine of $2,000 and a year in prison 
for seconds as well as for duelists. Alabama’s anti-dueling 
law indicates that the institution had lost its gentlemanly 
luster by the time it was enacted in 1837; among prohibited 
weapons were those instruments “known as Bowie knives 
or Arkansas Tooth-picks.” (Fannie Kemble told of a duel 
in Georgia in which one of the terms was that the winner 
could cut the loser’s head off and impale it on a stake on the 
property line the two gentlemen were disputing.) 

Authorities could and did prevent duels—if they got wind 
of them before they occurred. But it was difficult to prosecute 
duelists after the fact even if one of the men was killed. How 
to convince a jury that a man had committed murder—as 
most states defined a death in a duel—when the dead man 
had a loaded pistol in his hand, or one he had just fired at 
the man at the alleged murderer? The survivor was not going 
to testify. Nor were the only eye-witnesses, the seconds; they 
were also accessories to the crime, whatever it was. People 
who knew all about the affair in advance could provide only 
hearsay evidence. Even the most famous of American duels, 
the Burr-Hamilton affair, was not prosecuted.

How They Lived



On Inauguration Day in March 1829, about 10,000 people 
crowded into Washington, shocking what the capital had 
of genteel society with their drinking, coarse language, and 
boisterous behavior in the White House. Invited in by the 
new president, the mob muddied the carpets, broke crystal 
stemware, and stood on upholstered sofas and chairs to catch 
a glimpse of their gaunt, white-haired hero.

The adoring mob was so unruly that Jackson’s friends 
feared he might be injured. They spirited the president away 
through a window; he spent his first night as president in a 
hotel. Back at the executive mansion, servants lured the mob 
outside by setting up bowls of lemonade, whiskey punch, 
and tables heaped with food on the lawn.

An Uncommon Man
The man whom these people idolized was by no defi nition a 
“common man.” He was a successful land speculator, planter, 
and, of course, soldier. He was probably the richest man in 
Tennessee. He was certainly not the desperado the Adams 
camp depicted. Jackson was “erect and dignifi ed in his car-
riage” in the words of Fanny Kemble, an English woman who 
met him. Josiah Quincy Jr., a patrician New Englander, de-
scribed him as “a knightly personage.” His manners were on 
the courtly side.

Jackson thought well enough of himself, but he also be-
lieved that his success—he was the first log-cabin-born 
president—was due to the openness of American society. 
All people were not equally talented, but American society 
provided everyone with the opportunity to exploit his abili-
ties and enjoy the fruits of his efforts unimpeded by artifi-
cial social and economic obstacles. The government’s task, as 

(the corrupt bargain), an elitist, a man with effete European 
tastes who squandered money fi lling the White House with 
elegant furniture and its cellar with European wines. The 
Jacksonians made a great fuss over Adams’s purchase of a bil-
liard table; billiards, because of the high cost of the table, was 
an aristocrat’s game. (Adams had bought a billiard table, but 
he paid for it out of his own pocket, not from White House 
funds.)

Alarmed by the positive response to the attacks, Adams 
partisans replied that Jackson was a savage, indeed, no better 
than a murderer. Calling themselves National-Republicans, 
they reminded voters that Jackson had disobeyed presiden-
tial orders in 1818 when he invaded Florida. (Neither they 
nor Jackson knew at the time that, within the Monroe cabi-
net, Quincy Adams had defended Jackson and Jackson’s vice 
presidential running mate, John C. Calhoun, had demanded 
the general be disciplined. Neither Adams nor Calhoun was 
talking.) The National-Republicans printed broadsides that 
listed the men whom Jackson had killed in duels and the sol-
diers whom he had executed.

The assault that enraged Jackson was the accusation that he 
and his beloved wife, Rachel, had lived in sin. “Ought a convicted 
adulteress and her paramour husband,” wrote a  Cincinnati ed-
itor, “be placed in the highest offices in this free and Christian 
land?” The circumstances surrounding the  Jacksons’ first years 
together remain murky. On the record, however, was the fact 
that Rachel Jackson’s divorce from her first husband was not 
legally final when she and Andrew, believing that it was, were 
wed; several years later, they had to go through a mortifying 
second ceremony to legalize their union. 

Laxity in observing marriage customs was common on 
the frontier. When Daniel Boone returned home after a two-
year’s absence to find he had a son a few months old who had 
been fathered by Boone’s brother, he shrugged. But whatever 
Rachel Jackson’s sexual code may have been when she was 
young, in 1828 she was a dowdy, prim old lady married to 
Tennessee’s most prominent citizen. When the story of the 
marriage snafu was printed in every anti-Jackson newspaper 
in the country (with plenty of creative embellishments), she 
was mortified. When she died shortly after the election, Jack-
son blamed Adams for his deeply felt loss.

In the meantime, the Jacksonians had responded in kind. 
They dug up a preposterous tale that, when he was minister 
to Russia, Adams had procured the sexual favors of a young 
American girl for the dissolute czar. Then there were whispers 
of bizarre perversions in the Adams White House. “Negative 
campaigning” had come to American politics.

The Symbol of His Age
Mudslinging did not decide the election of 1828. John 
Quincy Adams’s failure to capture the popular imagination, 
the taint of the corrupt bargain, and a cross-sectional coali-
tion put together by Jackson, Vice President Calhoun, and 
Martin Van Buren of New York, turned that trick. Jackson 
swept to victory with 56 percent of a total vote that was three 
times larger than the popular vote in 1824. In the electoral 
college, Jackson won 178 votes to 83 for Adams.
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OK
“OK,” an expression now found in most of the world’s languages, 
originated in Andrew Jackson’s day. But no one knows where it 
came from. There are theories. One holds that it was borrowed 
from the Choctaw Indians whose okeh had a similar although 
not identical meaning. Another says that it was an abbreviation 
of “Old Kinderhook,” one of Martin Van Buren’s nicknames, or 
of an obscure shipping agent, Obadiah Kelly, who chalked it on 
trunks and boxes he passed on, or even that it came from the 
box of “Orrins-Kendall Crackers,” well known at the time. But 
where is the tie-in with “OK” as a word of approval?

An anti-Jackson smear from 1839 may be close to 
the mark. The president was such an ignoramus, a 
Whig journalist wrote, that he approved papers 
crossing his desk by marking them “OK” for “oll 
korrect.” Jackson’s spelling was not good, but it was 
not that bad. However, it is plausible that someone 
whose identity is lost to history did spell “all correct” 
just so; people who knew him were amused and, as 
with catch-phrases today, they spread it.

We shall never know. The origins of OK were a matter 
of conjecture as early as 1839 and an army of linguistic 
scholars have since tried to solve the mystery and failed.
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Jackson saw it, was to preserve opportunity by striking down 
obstacles to it, such as laws that benefited some and, there-
fore, handicapped others.

Jackson’s concept of government was essentially negative, the 
polar opposite of Adams’s and Clay’s conviction that govern-
ment was and should be an active force for progress. Jackson 
believed that government should, as far as possible, leave peo-
ple, society, and the economy alone so that natural social and 
economic forces and human initiative could operate freely.

Attitudes of the Hero: Women
Jackson’s concept of equal, unimpeded opportunity extended 
only to white males. In this too, however, as in his attitudes 
toward women, children, blacks, and Indians, he represented 
the general opinion of his times.

Jackson believed that women lived—and should live—in 
a “sphere” entirely apart from the competitive world of men. 

It was men’s destiny to struggle in an often brutal world. 
Women’s role was to guard home and hearth from the 
world’s nastiness so as to provide a haven for their men-
folk. In their religious and moral sensibilities, women were 
superior to men. Indeed, so that men could find moral and 
spiritual refreshment at home, they had to shelter women 
from a public life that would harden or corrupt them. 

Jackson and most Americans (women certainly included) 
agreed with the clergymen, increasingly dependent on fe-
male congregants, who preached the “Gospel of Pure Wom-
anhood.” Woman’s “chastity is her tower of strength,” one 
wrote, “her modesty and gentleness are her charm, and her 
ability to meet the high claims of her family and dependents 
the noblest power she can exhibit to the world.” The Rev. 
Edward Kirk of Albany, New York, preached that “the hopes 
of human society are to be found in the character, in the 
views, and in the conduct of mothers.”

The reward due women for accepting a private and sub-
missive role in society was the right to be treated with defer-
ence and delicacy. Jackson was famous for his chivalry. He 
was gracious and prim in the company of women. Even in 
the absence of the ladies, he habitually referred to them as 
“the fair” and disliked salacious gossip about them. “Female 
virtue is like a tender and delicate flower,” he said. “Let but 
the breath of suspicion rest upon it, and it withers and per-
haps perishes forever.”

Attitudes of the Hero: Children
Toward children, foreign visitors were shocked (and 
sometimes appalled) to discover, the old soldier was a 
pussycat. The man who aroused armies to bloodlust and 
slaughtered enemies without wincing, and the president 
who periodically exploded in rages that left him and ev-
eryone else trembling, beamed happily as young children 
destroyed rooms in the White House before his eyes. The 
British minister wrote that he could not hear the presi-
dent’s conversation because the two men were surrounded 
by caterwauling children. Jackson smiled absentmindedly 
and nodded all the while. At the table, the president fed 
children first, saying that they had the best appetites and 
the least patience.

A visitor to the Hermitage found him sitting before a fire 
with a child and a lamb sleeping between his knees. Embar-
rassed, he had a slave remove both and explained that the 
child had cried because the lamb was out in the cold. So 
 Jackson had brought the animal in.

Indulgence of children was not universal in the United 
States. Calvinists in New England and elsewhere still raised 
their children with the “Good Book” and the strap. But too 
many Europeans commented in horror that American chil-
dren had the manners of “wild Indians” to say that their 
observations were unfounded. Some foreigners also noticed 
that American children were independent and self-reliant at 
a younger age than European children because of the free-
dom allowed them. It was this quality—“standing on your 
own two feet”—that Jackson and his countrymen valued in 
their heirs.

Andrew Jackson. Artist Thomas Sully’s portrait captures Jackson’s 
majesty. He looks more like a European nobleman than an Indian fighter 
or hero of the common man. Sully did not create this Jackson. Visitors 
to the White House expecting to find a rough-hewn, tobacco-spitting 
frontiersman were surprised by Jackson’s gracious manners.
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Attitudes of the Hero: Race
Toward Indians and blacks, Jackson also shared the preju-
dices of his age. Blacks were doomed to be subject to whites 
by the Bible or nature or both. Blacks were slaves; they were 
intended to be slaves; American blacks were fortunate to be 
the slaves of enlightened, Christian masters. Jackson never 
troubled himself with the implications of owning slaves 
while believing in equal rights because, to him, the values 
of the Declaration of Independence were never intended to 
apply to Africans. After fi fty years of the Declaration and 
human bondage coexisting, all but a small minority of 
Americans felt the same.

As a westerner, Jackson had thought a great deal about In-
dians. He spent many years at war with them. He was the 
conqueror of the Creeks, the largest and most aggressive of 
the southeastern tribes.

Although he was ruthless in the Indian wars, Jackson 
was not the simple “Indian-hater” his enemies portrayed. 
He found much to admire in Native Americans (as he did 
not in African Americans). He admired their closeness to 
nature, a view promoted during the 1820s by the popular 
novelist and Jackson supporter, James Fenimore Cooper, 
and their courage in resisting their conquerors. There was 
a tinge of regret, a sense of tragedy, in Jackson’s statement 
to Congress that the white and red races simply could not 
live side by side. Left in that situation, the Indians would 
simply die out. He rescued, adopted and raised a Creek 
orphan he found in the ashes of a town his soldiers had 
burned.

Government by Party
Attitudes are not policies, but President Jackson soon 
cleared up the uncertainties as to what he would do. As the 
fi rst president to represent a political party without apolo-
gies, he made it clear that he would not hesitate to replace 
federal offi ceholders who had conspicuously opposed his 
election.

There were about 20,000 federal jobs in 1829; Jackson 
eventually dismissed about a fifth of the employees he inher-
ited from the Adams administration. Even acknowledging 
that some federal officeholders had supported Jackson, that 
was by no means a clean sweep. John Quincy Adams, who 
never dismissed anyone, privately admitted that many of the 
people Jackson fired were incompetent.

As for those who were able and lost their jobs, Jackson 
said that every government job should be designed so that 
any reasonably intelligent American citizen could perform it 
adequately. If that were so, it was perfectly legitimate to say, 
as New York Jacksonian William Marcy said, “To the victor 
belongs the spoils.”

Attacks on the “spoils system” were noisy but short-lived. 
When Jackson’s political enemies won power in 1840, they 
carved up the spoils of office far more lustily than Jackson’s 
lieutenants had done. The “patronage,” a polite way to say 
“spoils,” became an established feature of American party 
politics.

ISSUES OF JACKSON’S
FIRST TERM
When he became president, Jackson did not have particularly 
strong opinions on the questions of the tariff or internal im-
provements. In his fi rst address to Congress, he called for a 
protective tariff, but he later drifted (again without passion) 
to the southern position of a low tariff solely for the purpose 
of earning revenue.

Constitutional Inconsistencies
As a pioneer in Nashville, Jackson was aware of the need in 
the West for good roads and navigable rivers. As a senator, 
he had lobbied for federally fi nanced internal improvements 
that would benefi t Tennessee. By 1829, however, he had de-
veloped constitutional scruples about the federal government 
fi nancing internal improvements that directly benefi ted the 
citizens of only one state. Or so he said in 1830 when he ve-
toed a bill to construct a road between Maysville and Lexing-
ton, Kentucky, a distance of about 20 miles. He told Congress 
that it was the responsibility of the state of Kentucky to pay 
for a road that lay entirely within it borders. If the Consti-
tution was amended to authorize projects like the Maysville 
Road, he would approve them.

Jackson’s reasoning was not new. James Madison had ve-
toed similar projects on the same grounds. In his Maysville 
Road veto, however, Jackson was also taking a slap at Henry 
Clay. Clay’s hometown was Lexington. Later in his presidency, 
Jackson approved without comment local internal improve-
ment projects much like Maysville that had been introduced 
by and benefited members of his own party.

On a much more basic issue—the relative constitutional 
powers of the federal government versus the powers of the 
states—Jackson was also inconsistent. He shrugged when the 
state of Georgia ignored federal treaties with the Cherokee 
Indians even after the Supreme Court ruled that the treaties 
were binding. But when South Carolina attempted to defy an 
act of Congress that he had signed, he moved quickly and de-
cisively to crush the challenge. He came close to cleaning and 
pressing his old uniform, polishing his sword, and personally 
leading an army south.

Indian Removal
The destruction of Tecumseh’s tribal alliance in the War of 
1812 and Jackson’s defeat of the Creeks destroyed the last 
major Indian military powers east of the Mississippi. The 
federal government tried to avoid skirmishing between white 
settlers and the surviving tribes by negotiating treaties, at al-
most the rate of one a year. One tribe after another ceded its 
lands and moved into the Louisiana acquisition to fi nd new 
homelands. 

A few tribes resisted. In the Southeast, the Seminoles of 
Florida harassed outlying American settlements; the Semi-
noles were never decisively defeated, just worn down. In 1831, 
Black Hawk, a chief of the Sauk and Fox tribes of Illinois and 
Wisconsin, led a last-ditch attempt to drive frontier farmers 
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But being civilized was not enough to save them. The 
Creeks were too weak and demoralized after their defeat by 
Jackson’s soldiers to resist removal. The Choctaw and Chick-
asaws were defrauded. Federal agents bribed renegade chiefs 
to sign removal treaties that were then enforced on the entire 
people. Between 1830 and 1833, the Choctaws were forced to 
march west under army supervision. The Cherokee, the most 
“civilized” of all, fought removal by going to the courts.

Writing Down Words
Most of the world’s written languages are alphabetical. The 
symbols, the letters, represent basic sounds that, combined, 
make words. The number of letters in an alphabet varies 
from one language to another. English uses twenty-six of 
them, of course. The sounds of Russian require several more. 
Italians, which is almost perfectly phonetic, gets along with 
twenty-one. Hawai’ian is written with just thirteen letters.

The symbols in a syllabary such as Sequoyah invented 
represent not basic sounds but syllables, combinations of a 
consonant sound and a vowel sound. Syllabaries are well 
suited to spoken languages having relatively few syllables. 
Thus, Sequoyah’s Cherokee syllabary had 86 characters, 
easy enough to learn. Had the Hawai’ian language been 
written as a syllabary, it would have been even easier, with 
just 40 characters. An English syllabary, however, would not 
work very well. It would require roughly 500 characters.

back. His warriors were cornered and hundreds of Sauks 
and Foxes slaughtered. The remnant of the tribes were forced 
to relocate west of the Mississippi.

Thomas Jefferson had believed that if the Indians gave 
up the seminomadic life, stayed in one place and farmed 
as whites did, they would be amalgamated peacefully into 
American society. However, Presidents Monroe, John 
Quincy Adams, and Jackson, believed the Indians’ tenacity 
in clinging to their traditional cultures made it impossible 
for whites and Indians to live side by side. The only alter-
native to wars in which the Indians would be exterminated 
was Indian  Removal, the “removal” of the tribes from settled 
areas to permanent Indian territories, the largest of which is 
now eastern Oklahoma. There the federal government would 
prohibit white incursions.

Four large tribes of the southeast—the Cherokee, Creeks, 
Choctaws, and Chickasaws—resisted removal by consciously 
undercutting the rationale on which the policy was based: 
the incompatibility of Indian and white cultures. Beginning 
in the 1790s in the case of the Cherokee, the tribe closest to 
large white populations, they gave up wandering and began 
to farm commercially, even growing cotton with slave labor. 
Whites called them “the civilized tribes.” 

Sequoyah with the syllabary he created so that the Cherokee language 
could be written and printed in phonetic characters. Sequoyah understood 
that the letters in books shown to him recorded the sounds of spoken English. 
But he could not read English and never bothered to learn. In effect, he 
invented a means of writing Cherokee from scratch, knowing nothing but 
the principle of written language.
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Sequoyah and the Cherokee
The Cherokee had traded with Americans as soon as there 
was an established colony in Charleston. During the 1700s, 
they were the largest tribe in the South, ranging over about 
70,000 square miles in northern Georgia and Alabama. By 
1800, their numbers had been reduced, mostly by disease, to 
about 16,000 and their range to 20,000 square miles. How-
ever, they resolved almost entirely the internal confl icts that 
had weakened the nation. Their leaders concluded that to 
avoid being overrun by the whites, they must make peace 
with them and become more like them.

So, the Cherokee were Jackson’s allies in his war against the 
Creeks. They intermarried with whites and blacks, farmed in-
tensively, and founded permanent towns undistinguishable 
in appearance and function from towns in South Carolina 
and Georgia. Many were Christians. They taxed themselves, 
funded schools, and built mills. They had a more efficient 
police force than neighboring whites did. They elected their 
leaders according to a tribal constitution based in part on 
the American Constitution. They sent their brightest young 
men to the United States to be educated. And a most remark-
able uneducated individual, Sequoyah, also known as George 
Guess, devised a means by which the Cherokee could read, 
write, and publish in their own Iroquoian language.

Sequoyah was a silversmith who neither spoke nor read 
English. However, he grasped the principle of written 



 language when it was explained to him that the individual 
characters on the pages of books represented sounds. Had 
Sequoyah been literate, he would have done what other 
Indians would do later—adapt the letters of the Latin al-
phabet to the tribe’s language. Instead, beginning in 1809, 
Sequoyah started from scratch and created not an alpha-
bet but a syllabary: eighty-six symbols that represented the 
eighty-six syllables (a consonant sound plus a vowel sound) 
that Sequoyah counted in Cherokee speech. It was the same 
method of writing that had been developed in Minoan Crete 
two thousand years earlier and in several other cultures. 
The Cherokee Nation immediately adopted Sequoyah’s cre-
ation, teaching it in schools and publishing books using it. 
A newspaper, the Cherokee Phoenix, was published in both 
English and Cherokee.

The Cherokee Go to Court
By the late 1820s, however, white Georgians wanted the land 
the Cherokees held by right of their treaty with the United 
States. In 1828, the state legislature asserted its authority over 
Cherokee territory. The Cherokee asked the Supreme Court 
to invalidate Georgia’s claims on the grounds the Cherokee 

people comprised an independent nation. The Court rejected 
the Indians’ argument. Writing for the majority in Cherokee
Nation v. Georgia (1831), John Marshall denied Cherokee in-
dependence, but he left the tribe a signifi cant opening in his 
decision. The Cherokee Nation was, Marshall wrote, a “do-
mestic, dependent nation” within the United States, like the 
“ward” of a guardian.

In the meantime, the state of Georgia arrested Samuel 
Worcester, a Congregationalist minister, for violating a 
Georgia law requiring “white persons” to apply for a li-
cense before they entered Indian lands. Financed by the 
Cherokee, Worcester sued for his release on the grounds 
that Georgia was violating Cherokee treaties with the 
United States and congressional acts regulating Indian af-
fairs. In other words: A state was usurping federal power, 
an issue on which Marshall had made his nationalist sym-
pathies clear. The treaties between the United States and a 
“domestic dependent nation,” the Cherokee argued, were 
inviolable contracts.

With only one dissenting vote, the Supreme Court ruled in 
Worcester v. Georgia that the Cherokee nation was a “distinct 
community, occupying its own territory, with boundaries 
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MAP 15:3 Removal of the Southeastern Tribes 1820–1840. “Removing” the people of the Civilized Tribes from their homeland 
in the Southeast was a cynical land grab. The Cherokee, Creek, Choctaw, and Chickasaw had discredited the pious cultural argument
that Indians could not function and prosper living side by side with whites. Intermarriage was common and successful. The four 
nations were thriving by incorporating elements of the whites’ culture into their own. Their leaders had negotiated firm treaties with 
the United States confirming their rights to their lands. The Cherokee won a case in the Supreme Court that affirmed their rights. Still 
they were forced to leave.
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 accurately described . . . which the citizens of Georgia have 
no right to enter.” The law under which Worcester had been 
arrested was invalid.

The Trail of Tears
The Cherokee celebrated, but Georgia gambled or, perhaps, 
secured confi dential assurances from Jackson through in-
termediaries. The state defi ed the Supreme Court and held 
on to its prisoner. State commissioners engineered pur-
chases of lands from Cherokees who could be bought and 
began preparations to remove by force the Indians who 
resisted.

President Jackson may not actually have said, “John 
 Marshall has made his decision, let him enforce it,” as he 
was quoted. But he did nothing to stop Georgia’s defiance 
of the Supreme Court. By 1838, the dispossession of the 
 Cherokee was complete. On what the Indians called the “Trail 
of Tears,” they were marched 1,200 miles to Indian Territory, 
accompanied by federal troops. An officer sent to supervise 
one march, General John E. Wool, was disgusted by his as-
signment: “The whole scene since I have been in this country 

Jackson and Eisenhower
In 1957, the governor of Arkansas activated the state’s 
National Guard to prevent several African American 
pupils from enrolling at all-white Little Rock High School. 
In doing so, he defied a Supreme Court order that the 
school be racially integrated. Personally, President Dwight 
D. Eisenhower disapproved of the Supreme Court ruling 
that segregated schools were unconstitutional. But he had 
been a soldier who did his duty. He took command of the 
Arkansas National Guard and used it to protect African 
Americans at the school.

In 1832, Georgia’s legislature and governor defied 
the Supreme Court’s ruling in Worcester  v. Georgia and 
set about dispossessing the Cherokee nation of lands 
guaranteed it by treaty. President Jackson had been a 
soldier too but one who obeyed orders or ignored them 
depending on his personal inclinations. He ignored 
Georgia’s defiance of federal authority because he had 
no sympathy for the rights of Indians no matter what the 
Supreme Court said.

This famous painting depiction of the Cherokee on their “Trail of Tears” from Georgia to Oklahoma only hints at the horrors of the trek. The 
procession looks almost triumphant. Cherokee emigrants and sympathetic army officers who accompanied them—and the number of deaths 
on the journey, a fourth of those who started—describe a horror not hinted at here.
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has been nothing but a heart-rending one.” The Indians were 
forced from their homes under the gaze of “vultures ready 
to pounce on their prey and strip them of everything they 
have.”

Two thousand died in camps waiting for the migration to 
begin, another 2,000 on the trail. About 15,000 Cherokees 
made it to Oklahoma along with smaller numbers of Choc-
taws, Chicaksaws, and Creeks.

The South and the Tariff
South Carolina had less luck defying the federal govern-
ment. The issue that brought the state (and Vice President 
 Calhoun) into confl ict with Jackson was the tariff. In 1828, 
before  Jackson’s election, Congress enacted an extremely 
high protective tariff. Southern planters hated what they 
called the “Tariff of Abominations.” Cotton growers believed 
that their crop was paying the country’s bills and underwrit-
ing industrial development in the North.

They had a point. Cotton accounted for fully half of 
 American income from abroad. Some of this wealth was ef-
fectively diverted into the hands of northern manufacturers 
by the tariff that, by raising the price of imported products, 
permitted American millowners to charge more for the 
goods they produced. As long as a majority of congressmen 
favored high tariffs, however, what could be done?

As a young man, Vice President Calhoun had favored pro-
tective tariffs. He had hoped to see South Carolina develop 
mills to spin and weave its cotton—factories in the fields. 
Those hopes came to nothing. The cotton industry and most 
other manufacturing were centered in New England and the 
middle states. South Carolina’s economy was almost exclu-
sively agricultural; the state grew and exported rice and cot-
ton and imported its manufactures. 

The price of cotton depended on a world market under 
no one’s control. The price of manufactures was artificially 
propped up by a tariff enacted, in effect, by northern con-
gressmen with a few southern allies. When the Tariff of 
Abominations was enacted, the heavily industrialized north-
eastern states had eighty-seven representatives in Congress. 
The cotton states of the South had thirty-one. Even add-
ing Virginia’s votes, the core of the anti-tariff faction in the 
House numbered just fifty-three.

Nullification
Compromise was impossible, Calhoun concluded. Northern 
and southern positions were irreconcilable. The only politi-
cal solution was “surrender, on one side or the other.”

In 1829, secretly, Calhoun wrote The South Carolina Ex-
position and Protest. It was an ingenious, but mischievous 
interpretation of the relationship of the states to the federal 
union that provided South Carolina and other southern 
states a rationale for defying the federal tariff. The Exposi-
tion took up where Madison’s and Jefferson’s Virginia and 
Kentucky Resolutions left off. Calhoun stated that the United 

States had not been created by the people of America (John 
Marshall’s premise), but by the people acting through the 
states of which they were citizens. This was not splitting 
hairs. Calhoun was saying that the states were sovereign, not 
the federal government. The United States was a voluntary 
compact of the states.

If, therefore, the United States Congress enacted and 
the president signed a law that a sovereign state found 
intolerable, that state had the right to nullify the law (to 
prevent its enforcement) within its borders. Such a nulli-
fication could be overridden only by three-quarters of the 
other states. (Calhoun was here referring to the Constitu-
tion’s amendment procedure, which requires the ratifica-
tion of an amendment by three-fourths of the states.) In 
that event, Calhoun concluded, the nullifying state could 
choose between “surrender” to the will of the other states 
or leaving the Union of which it was a voluntary member: 
secession.

South Carolina Acts, the President 
Responds
Calhoun and his supporters were content to leave the South
Carolina Exposition in the abstract in the hope that the large 
Jacksonian majority elected to Congress in 1830 would re-
peal the Tariff of Abominations and enact a low tariff. How-
ever, in 1832, while slightly lowering rates, Congress adopted 
a tariff that was still protective, and Jackson signed it. South 
Carolinians elected a convention that declared the Tariff of 
1832 “null and void” within the borders of the state. State of-
fi cials were ordered not to collect tariff payments, and federal 
offi cials in the state were warned that collection of the duties 
was “inconsistent with the longer continuance of South 
Carolina in the Union.”

Jackson exploded in one of his frightening rages. South 
Carolinians would rather rule in hell, he said, than be sub-
ordinate in heaven. They could promulgate a dozen exposi-
tions, but if “a single drop of blood shall be shed there” in 
interfering with the collection of the tariff, “I will hang the 
first man I can lay my hand on engaged in such treasonable 
conduct, upon the first tree I can find.”

 Congress supported him with a “Force Bill.” It autho-
rized the army to collect duties in South Carolina. The 
bloodshed for which Jackson was waiting seemed inevi-
table. It was avoided because the nullifiers lost heart when 
no other southern state nullified the tariff act. Calhoun 
met with Henry Clay, and they put together a tariff bill 
with duties just low enough that the nullifiers could save 
face but not so low as to arouse a fury in the industrial 
states. In 1833, the state rescinded its nullification of the 
tariff. However, it pointedly did not repudiate the principle 
of nullification.

Jackson let it ride. It was just paper like Worcester v.  Georgia.
He had had his way and he had identified a new enemy, his 
own vice president.
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In the Shadow of 
Old Hickory
Personalities and Politics 1830–1842

He prefers the specious to the solid, and the plausible to the true. . . . I don’t 
like Henry Clay. He is a bad man, an impostor, a creator of wicked schemes. I 
wouldn’t speak to him, but by God, I love him.

—John C. Calhoun

[Calhoun is] a smart fellow, one of the first among second-rate men, but of lax 
political principles and a disordinate ambition not over-delicate in the means of 
satisfying itself.

—Albert Gallatin

Such is human nature in the gigantic intellect, the envious temper, the ravenous 
ambition, and the rotten heart of Daniel Webster.

—John Quincy Adams

Thank God. I—I also—am an American.
—Daniel Webster

T
o those who revered him, Andrew Jackson was 
“Old Hickory,” a tough, timeless frontiersman 
as straight as a long rifle. In the flesh, however, 
Jackson was a frail, elderly wisp of a man who, on 
many days, looked to be hours from death. More 

than 6 feet in height, Jackson weighed only 145 pounds. His 
posture was indeed soldierly, but he was frequently ill. He suf-
fered from chronic lead poisoning (he carried two bullets in 
his body), headaches, diarrhea,  kidney disease, and edema, a 
painful swelling of the legs. He was beleaguered by coughing 
fits. When he was sworn in as president in March 1829, many 
who knew him wondered if he would live to finish his term.

VAN BUREN VERSUS CALHOUN
Vice President John C. Calhoun had a more than academic 
interest in Jackson’s health. When Jackson accepted Calhoun 

as his vice president in 1828, he was not merely pocketing 
South Carolina’s electoral votes. He was also naming his heir 
apparent as the next presidential candidate of what was now 
called the Democratic-Republican party and, possibly, for 
Jackson was not oblivious to his age and health, president 
within four years.

JOHN C. CALHOUN
Like Jackson, Calhoun was Scotch-Irish, a descendant of 
those eighteenth-century emigrants invariably described as 
hot tempered and pugnacious. Calhoun was passionate and 
willful. Several portraits capture a burning in his eyes that 
seems just short of rage, but never the hint of a smile. Pho-
tographers, coming along late in Calhoun’s life, confi rmed 
the painters’ impressions. “There is no recreation in him,” a 
woman friend said, “I never heard him utter a jest.” Did he 
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270 Chapter 16 In the Shadow of Old Hickory

ever enjoy a moment’s peace of mind? A perceptive English-
woman who wrote a book about the United States called him 
“the cast-iron man, who looks as if he had never been born, 
and never could be extinguished.”

As a young man, Calhoun was a nationalist who encour-
aged South Carolina planters to build spinning mills amidst 
their cotton fields. In 1815, as earnestly as Henry Clay, he 
wanted to “bind the nation together with a perfect system of 
roads and canals.” In 1816, he introduced the bill that char-
tered the Second Bank of the United States. John Quincy 
Adams said that Calhoun was “above all sectional and fac-
tious prejudices,” that he had a “fair and candid mind,” that 
is, he was of the same mind as Adams.

Fair-minded Calhoun remained until the very end of his 
life. And he was certainly more candid in expressing his views 
than many of his illustrious contemporaries. But several slips 
into prevarication when he was Jackson’s vice president cost 
him dearly.

By 1828, when South Carolina had not, as Calhoun hoped, 
industrialized, and its elite embraced agrarian opposition to 
protective tariffs and large federal expenditures, Calhoun 
abandoned his youthful nationalism. He opposed the protec-
tive  tariffs of 1828 and 1832 and voted against most internal 
improvements bills. He wrote the South Carolina  Exposition 

and Protest that defined and justified a state’s right to nullify a 
federal law. Still, hoping that he would be the next president, 
he kept his authorship of the doctrine secret. Had Jackson 
known it to be Calhoun’s work, he would have openly re-
pudiated his vice president. However, it was a triviality—an 
etiquette issue—and Jackson’s discovery of an opinion Cal-
houn had expressed ten years earlier, that made enemies of 
the two men.

Peggy O’Neill Eaton
Peggy O’Neill was the attractive daughter of a Washington 
innkeeper who catered to congressmen. Jackson boarded 
with the O’Neills when he was a senator between 1823 and 
1825. Peggy married a seaman named Timberlake who was, 
as seamen are wont to be, rarely at home. In her husband’s 
absence, so it was whispered, she found solace in the arms 
of other men, including Tennessee congressman John Eaton 
who, in 1829, Jackson named secretary of war.

Less than proper affairs were not unusual in Washington. 
With a population of 30,000, the capital was no longer the 
rude all-male outpost it had been when Jefferson was presi-
dent. Given the uncertainty of electoral politics, however, 
most congressmen left their families back home and lived in 
boarding houses. Inevitably, some of them—the bachelors, 
certainly—found lady friends.  As long as they were discreet, 
little was made of it. Henry Clay was reputed to have been 
a roué during the 1810s; if so, it did not hinder his career. 
Richard M. Johnson of Kentucky was not even discreet—he 
cohabited with a black woman who was also his slave—and 
he would be vice president in 1837.

But Johnson’s common law wife did not accompany him 
to social functions. Peggy O’Neill became an affair of state 
when, after husband Timberlake died at sea, she married 
Eaton. The couple assumed that, as cabinet member and 
wife, they would mix in Washington society.

The wives of Eaton’s cabinet colleagues, perhaps led by 
Floride Calhoun, the vice president’s wife, did not think so. 

High Praise
Calhoun’s integrity was unassailed (except by Andrew 
Jackson).  Two of the nation’s leading abolitionists, men 
sworn to destroy the institution Calhoun swore to preserve, 
slavery, respected him. William Lloyd Garrison, who vilified 
virtually every other slaveowner, called Calhoun “a man 
who means what he says and never blusters. He is no 
demagogue.” Wendell Phillips spoke of “the pure, manly 
and uncompromising advocate of slavery; the Hector of a 
Troy fated to fall.”

1828 1834 1836 1838 18401830 1832 1842 1844

Democrats versus Whigs 1828–1845

1829–1837 Andrew Jackson president

1832 Jackson vetoes BUS charter; Jackson reelected, Van Buren vice president

1830 Jackson-Calhoun rift complete; Webster’s “Liberty and Union” speech

1834 Whig party founded

1836 Specie Circular

1837 Serious depression

1840 Log cabin and hard cider campaign

1829–1831 Peggy Eaton affair

William Henry Harrison president  1841

John Tyler president  1841–1845

Martin Van Buren president  1837–1841



They cut Mrs. Eaton cold. They refused to call on her at her 
home, mandatory good manners at the time, and they ig-
nored her at official receptions and dinners.

Jackson was furious. He was still mourning his wife, whose 
death he blamed on attacks on her chastity. He found Peggy 
charming. Her only mistake, if such it was, was being a little “too 
forward in her manner.” At a cabinet meeting, he  pronounced 
her “as chaste as a virgin.” He commanded his niece (his of-
ficial hostess) to receive her socially and instructed the men 
in his cabinet to do the same with their wives. His niece re-
fused, and he threw her out of the White House. The cabinet 
wives refused (if their husbands dared ask them), and he was 
helpless. If women were excluded from public life, the rules of 
morality and society were squarely within their sphere. Within 
that sphere, husbands did as they were told to do. At official 
functions, only Secretary of State Martin Van Buren dared to 
be seen admiring Peggy’s gowns and fetching refreshments for 
her. Van Buren was a widower; he had no wife to oblige.

The Rise of the Sly Fox
Charm and chitchat came easily to Martin Van Buren. His 
worst enemies conceded his grace and wit. His portraits, 
in contrast to Calhoun’s, show a twinkling eye and an easy 
smile. But Van Buren was more than a jolly Dutchman.     He 
was a devilishly clever politician, almost always several moves 
ahead of his rivals. Van Buren’s wiles in New York politics 
had earned him the nickname “the Sly Fox of Kinderhook” 

President Jackson did not really have Peggy O’Neill Eaton cavort for the members of his cabinet.  The cartoon (almost 
salacious for the period) was drawn for the amusement of Jackson’s political enemies.  But the president defended 
Mrs. Eaton’s chastity at great length in cabinet meetings and demanded that the wives of cabinet members receive 
her socially. Secretary of State Martin Van Buren, the beneficiary of the hubbub, is at the right studying Mrs. Eaton 
through a lorgnette, hand-held eye glasses associated with pretentious women and effeminate men.
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Love is a Many-Splendored Thing
John and Peggy Eaton had a long and apparently happy 
marriage. After Eaton died in 1856, however, Peggy’s life turned 
tragic for reasons recalling her reputation as a young woman 
for defying social conventions.  As a well-fixed widow of 59, she 
married a 19-year-old dancing teacher, Antonio Buchignani. 
She was momentarily sensible enough to protect her fortune 
with a prenuptial agreement.  But Antonio knew Peggy better 
than Peggy knew herself.  He signed the agreement cheerfully 
and, soon after the wedding, began chipping away at her 
money. Peggy gave him a $14,000 house ($350,000 in today’s 
dollars).  Her husband stole and pawned her silver.  When he 
threatened to leave her, she turned over almost everything 
she still owned to him.  Buchignani then ran off with Peggy’s 
granddaughter.  She died nearly destitute.

(his hometown). He was a more successful political orga-
nizer in New York than either Hamilton or Burr had been. 
He owed his high position in Jackson’s cabinet to the fact that 
he  delivered a majority of New York’s electoral votes to the 
Democratic-Republican ticket in 1828 just four years after 
the state had voted for John Quincy Adams. 

Van Buren was in tune with the country’s new democratic 
mood. He understood that before a political party could be 
anything else, it had to be a vote-gathering machine—to win 
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elections. Therefore, a party had to reward the activists who 
rounded up the voters by appointing them to government jobs.

Van Buren’s sensitivity to Peggy Eaton’s feelings may have 
been quite sincere, but his courtesy to her also won Jackson’s 
friendship where, previously, they had merely been political 
allies. Then, with the Eaton mess paralyzing the administra-
tion (it consumed more of Jackson’s time during his first two 
years as president than any other matter), Van Buren sug-
gested a way out of it to the perplexed president.

Van Buren proposed that he resign as secretary of state and 
Eaton as secretary of war. The other members of the cabinet, 
whose wives were causing the president so much anxiety, would 
have to follow their example and depart. Jackson would be rid 
of the social tempest, but no particular wing of the  Democratic-
Republican party could claim to have been wronged. Jackson 
appreciated both the strategy and Van Buren’s willingness to 
sacrifice his prestigious office. He appointed a new cabinet 
and rewarded Van Buren by naming him minister to England, 
then, as now, the plum of the diplomatic service.

Calhoun Blunders
The Sly Fox was lucky too. While he calculated each turning 
with an eye on a distant destination, Calhoun bumped into 
posts and walls like a blind horse. Jackson was shown some 
old papers revealing that, ten years earlier, Calhoun (then 

secretary of war) wanted Jackson punished for invading 
Florida. Calhoun tried to wriggle out of the fi x with a long, 
convoluted, and unconvincing explanation. The president 
cut him off by writing, “Understanding you now, no further 
communication with you on this subject is necessary.” 

(In the same papers, Jackson discovered to his surprise 
that John Quincy Adams had been his chief defender in 
the Florida business. To Jackson’s credit, he tried to recon-
cile personally with Adams. Adams, to his discredit, publicly 
snubbed the president.)

There was not much further communication between 
Jackson and Calhoun on any subject except when, in April 
1830, they attended a formal Democratic dinner. Some 
twenty of Calhoun’s cronies offered toasts to states’ rights 
and nullification. When it was the president’s turn to lift his 
glass, he rose, stared at Calhoun, and toasted, “Our Union: It 
must be preserved.” Calhoun got in the last word. He replied, 
“The Union, next to our liberty, the most dear.” But Jackson 
took satisfaction in the fact that, as he told the story, Calhoun 
trembled as he spoke.

The old duelist delighted in such confrontations. Van 
Buren took pleasure in his enduring good luck, for he was 
abroad during the nastiest squabbling between Jackson and 
Calhoun when an even slyer fox than he might easily have 
stumbled across a hound.

Then Calhoun blundered, ensuring that Van Buren would 
be Jackson’s successor. For no better reason than personal ani-
mosity, he cast the deciding vote in the Senate’s refusal to con-
firm Van Buren’s diplomatic appointment. This brought the 
New Yorker back to the United States, but hardly in disgrace. 
Jackson was yet more deeply obligated to him. He named Van 
Buren as his vice presidential candidate in 1832, as he might 
not have done had Calhoun left Van Buren in London.

THE WAR WITH THE BANK
Jackson’s health did not improve. He suffered two serious 
hemorrhages of the lungs as president. But he was still alive in 
1832 and, apparently, never thought of retiring after one term. 
Unlike the personalities and smears of the campaign of 1828, 
the presidential election of 1832 centered on a serious issue, 
the Second Bank of the United States. It need not have been an 
issue; the bank’s charter had four years to run. Jackson was on 
record as disliking the bank but, like his predecessors, he had 
entrusted the government’s money to it. The bank became an 
issue in 1832—the  issue of the campaign—because Henry 
Clay, now a senator, believed he could defeat Jackson in the 
presidential election if the future of the BUS was at stake.

A Powerful Institution
The Second BUS was a large and rich institution. Its twenty-
nine branches controlled about a third of all bank deposits in 
the United States, and did some $70 million in transactions 
each year. Such vast resources gave the bank immense power 
over the nation’s money supply and, therefore, the economy. 

Martin Van Buren was a dapper dresser, a good-humored bon vivant, 
and a shrewd politician. He was also very lucky until he was elected 
president and the country was rattled by a serious depression that no 
political career could have survived. Van Buren’s did not.
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In an impolitic but revealing moment, the head of the bank, 
Nicholas Biddle, told Congress that the BUS was capable of 
destroying any bank in the country.

What he meant was that the BUS was likely to have in its 
possession more paper money issued by a state bank than the 
bank had gold and silver in its vaults. If the BUS presented 
this paper for redemption in coin, the bank that issued the 
notes would have to close its doors.

On a day he was more tactful, Biddle said that, in fact, the 
BUS exercised only “a mild and gentle but efficient control” 
of other banks. Because state banks were aware of the sword 
the BUS held over them, they maintained larger reserves of 
gold and silver than they might otherwise have done. Rather 
than ruining banks, the BUS ensured that they operated 
more responsibly.

Biddle was as proud of the public service the bank ren-
dered as of its considerable profits. Nevertheless, the fact re-
mained that the bank was powerful because it controlled the 
nation’s money supply, a matter of profound public inter-
est, while it remained a private institution. BUS policy was 
made not by elected officials, nor by bureaucrats responsible 
to elected officials, but by a board of directors chosen by and 
responsible to shareholders.

This was enough in itself to merit the suspicion of a presi-
dent who abhorred special interests. Therefore, Biddle had at-
tempted to make a friend of the president by making generous 
loans to key Jackson supporters, and he presented the president 
with a plan to retire the national debt—a goal dear to Jackson’s 
heart—with the final installments coinciding with the anni-
versary of the Battle of New Orleans. Jackson did not bite. He 
told Biddle that it was not a matter of disliking the BUS more 
than he disliked other banks; he did not like any of them.

The Bank’s Enemies
The president was not the bank’s only enemy. Aside from 
their hostility to the BUS, they had little in common with 
one another. Indeed, their aspirations were contradictory.

First was the growing financial community of New York 
City, the bankers and money manipulators who would 
soon be known collectively as “Wall Street.” Grown wealthy 
from the Erie Canal and New York’s role as the nation’s 
leading port, they were keen to challenge the  financial 
powerhouse that dominated them, the  Philadelphia-based 
BUS. 

Second, the freewheeling bankers of the West resented 
 Biddle’s restraints, “mild and gentle” as they were. Just as dur-
ing the 1810s, they were caught up in the financial opportu-
nities of land speculation and the rapid growth of western 
cities. Thus, some of the most avid allies of the president who 
hated all banks were themselves bankers and, in general, not 
the most virtuous of their profession.

A third group anxious to see the BUS declawed was the fra-
ternity of hard-money men like Jackson and Thomas Hart 
Benton. To them, real money made a clinking sound, it did 
not fold. They disapproved of the very concept of an institu-
tion that issued paper money in quantities greater than it had 
gold and silver on hand. Thirty years earlier, John Adams, who 
was far from simple-minded, had condemned the principle of 
banking. Mechanics, especially in the East, were hard-money 
men. They had too often been paid in bank notes that, when 
they presented them to landlords and shopkeepers, found 
that they were discounted because the banks that had issued 
them were considered shaky. They wanted to be paid in coin 
that did not decline in value between payday and rent day.

A satirical 6 ¢ bill ostensibly issued by one of Jackson’s irresponsible pet banks, the Humbug Glory. It is festooned with Democratic party 
symbols: Jackson’s head on the penny, a leaf from a hickory tree, a hat and pipe associated with Irish immigrants—Jackson voters—and,
curiously, a donkey. The donkey became a symbol of the Democratic symbol only a generation later.
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The Battle Joined
Biddle’s plan was to prepare for 1836, when the bank’s char-
ter expired, by making loans to key congressmen and sena-
tors at very favorable rates. He put several on the payroll as 
legal advisors and created jobs for their cronies. In another of 
his tactless moments—Biddle was a poor politician—he said 
that he could “remove all the Constitutional Scruples in the 
District of Columbia” by handing out “a dozen cashierships 
and fi fty clerkships to worthy friends [of congressmen] who 
have no character and no money.”

Henry Clay did not want to wait four years to see if Biddle’s 
favors would save the bank. He proposed to a very reluctant 
Biddle to apply for a new charter immediately. National-
 Republicans and pro-Bank Democrats were a majority in both 
houses; Clay had counted heads. If Jackson gritted his teeth and 
signed the bill, all well and good. If, which was more likely, Jack-
son vetoed the recharter, Clay would have the issue of the bank 
on which to oppose the president in the election of 1832. Clay 
believed that the bank had proved its value to the voters; that 
they had not forgotten the ruinous panic of 1819. He persuaded 
Biddle that if he waited until 1836 to apply for his charter, Jack-
son’s veto would not easily be reversed because, by the time a 
new president was inaugurated, the BUS would be dead.

Clay’s scenario proceeded exactly as he wrote it except for 
the final act. Congress voted the bank a new charter. Jackson 
vetoed the bill. Clay ran for president promising to save the 
bank. And he lost—big. Jackson won 55 percent of the popu-
lar vote and 219 electoral votes. Clay won only 49 electoral 
votes. (Anti-Masonic candidate William Wirt won 7 electoral 
votes, and South Carolina gave its 11 votes to another stand-
in for Calhoun, John Floyd.)

Financial Chaos
Now it was Jackson’s turn not to wait until 1836. “The Bank 
is trying to destroy me,” he said from his bed during a serious 
illness, “but I will destroy the Bank.” He already hated Henry 
Clay. Now his hatred extended to the “Monster Bank!” In 
September 1833, six months after his second inauguration, 
Jackson ceased depositing the government’s revenues in the 
Bank. Instead, he scattered the government’s deposits among 
eighty-nine state banks. His defeated enemies called them 
Jackson’s “pet banks” because he selected them not because 
they had good reputations, but because they were recom-
mended by Democratic party leaders. 

The BUS, as its charter required, continued to pay the 
government’s bills. But with no new federal money coming 
in, the government’s account sank from the $10 million it 
had averaged for ten years to $4 million in just three months. 
Biddle had no choice but to reduce the scope of the Bank’s 
operations. He also chose, at least in part, to retaliate against 
Jackson, to call in debts owed the Bank by other financial in-
stitutions. The result was a wave of bank failures that wiped 
out the deposits of tens of thousands of people, just what 
Jackson had feared BUS power might mean.

Under pressure from the business community, Biddle 
relented. He let other banks’ obligations ride and actually 

reversed direction, increasing the money supply by mak-
ing loans to state banks. The result was a speculative mania 
such as, before 1832, the BUS had prevented. Many of the 
eighty-nine pet banks to which Jackson had entrusted federal 
money proved to be among the least responsible in feeding 
the frenzy.

In 1836, Henry Clay made his contribution to what would 
be the most serious economic depression since Jefferson’s 
embargo. He convinced Congress to pass a distribution bill 
that apportioned $37 million among the states to spend on 
internal improvements. The politicians reacted as politicians 
presented with a windfall always do: They spent recklessly 
on the least worthy of projects. Values in land, both in the 
undeveloped West and in eastern cities, soared. Federal land 
sales rose to $25 million in 1836. Seeking to get a share of the 
freely circulating cash, new banks were chartered at a dizzy-
ing rate. There had been 330 state banks in 1830; there were 
almost 800 in 1836.

And there was, of course, no Bank of the United States to 
cool things down. Its charter expired on schedule, and Biddle 
transformed what was left of it into a Pennsylvania- chartered 
state bank. Jackson tried to end the speculative frenzy in the 
only way within his powers. In July 1836, he issued the  Specie 

Jackson in old age. He was 70 when he retired from the White House 
to the Hermitage, his plantation near Nashville, in 1837. The man 
who suffered so many ailments that many believed he would die in 
office survived until 1845, watching Democrats and Whigs politicking 
in his shadow.
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Circular requiring that all purchases of government lands 
be paid in gold and silver coin. No paper money would be 
 accepted.

The Specie Circular stopped the runaway speculation, as a 
stone wall stops a runaway horse. Land sales collapsed over-
night. Neither land speculators nor would-be settlers could 
make their installment payments in gold and silver. Banks 
that had fueled the speculation by churning out paper money 
that the government would not accept collapsed. The finan-
cial disaster spread to the East when gold and silver flowed 
westward and Eastern bank notes lost value. Unable to pay 
their workers in anything resembling money, employers laid 
them off.

The Giant of His Age 
Clay’s political gamble and Jackson’s determination to have 
his revenge on the Bank, whatever the consequences, com-
bined to wreak a fi nancial disaster. Had Jackson still been 
president when depression descended in 1837, he would 
have been cursed by many a “common man” who had idol-
ized him. Instead, by the time the economy hit bottom, Jack-
son had retired to Tennessee and his successor, Martin Van 
Buren, took the fall for Jackson’s victory in the Bank War.

Old Hickory had slashed and chopped his way through 
eight pivotal years in the history of the nation. Though ach-
ing and coughing daily and refusing to mellow—he said 
his greatest regret was not shooting Henry Clay and hang-
ing John C. Calhoun—Jackson would live for nine more 
years to observe from Nashville an era that unfolded in his 
shadow. Jackson was never wise. His intelligence was ordi-
nary; his learning beyond land law and military command 
was spotty. He was too easily ruled by his temper, confus-
ing his passions with the interests of the country. He reduced 
all disagreements and disputes, personal and political, to the 
corrupt character of his opponents. His vision of America 
was pocked with more flaws than the visions of many of his 
contemporaries, including the not unflawed Henry Clay.

For all that, Andrew Jackson personified his times. He was 
the personification and symbol of a popular upheaval that 
democratized American government. Indeed, he presided 
over a time of ferment in nearly every facet of American life. 
He established a new pattern of presidential leadership by 
seizing the initiative in making policy. Jackson impressed his 
personality on American politics, and not only the Demo-
cratic party. 

THE SECOND PARTY SYSTEM
In 1828, John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson ran for 
president under the half-fi ction that they were both  Jefferson 
Republicans. In fact, Adams’s National-Republicans and 
Jackson’s Democratic-Republicans were not organized po-
litical parties. They were names adopted by loose coalitions 
of those who supported a number of anti-Jackson regional 
leaders, notably Henry Clay and John Quincy Adams and, on 
the other side, Jackson legalists.

During Jackson’s presidency, Martin Van Buren, Amos 
 Kendall of Kentucky, and others mobilized Jackson’s 
 supporters into a well-organized national party, the Demo-
cratic party. Most of the Democrats’ opponents, who lacked 
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The Whigs took their name from the British political party that 
dated its origins to the battle to defend the powers and prerogatives 
of Parliament against the authority of the monarchy. The American 
Whigs tried to identify Jackson with monarchy—they called him 
“King Andrew I.” Perhaps the only principle on which all of the 
diverse Whigs agreed was the primacy of Congress, that the president 
was an executive who should enforce policies legislated by Congress, 
not go his own way, as Jackson was inclined to do.
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276 Chapter 16 In the Shadow of Old Hickory

Daniel Webster has the floor in the celebrated Webster-Hayne debate of January 1830. Senator Robert Hayne of South Carolina is seated 
dead center. In an artistic masterstroke, the painter shows John C. Calhoun in shadows at the left. As vice president, Calhoun could not 
speak, but he was the co-author of Hayne’s eloquent defense of the South and nullification. Daniel Webster stole the show. Parts of his 
speech exalting the Union as inseparable from American liberty were memorized by northern schoolchildren for generations.
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 Parliament and for restraining and reducing the power of the 
king. The American Whigs borrowed the name because, they 
said, with his many vetoes of congressional acts—twelve of 
them in eight years—“King Andrew I” was attempting to de-
stroy representative government.

Beyond their emphasis on the supremacy of Congress, 
the Whigs were a diverse group. In the Northeast, the Whig 
party included most people of education, means, and high 
social status. Four out of five merchants were Whigs. Alexis 
deTocqueville, the great French commentator on Jacksonian 
America, wrote that “all the enlightened classes” opposed 
Jacksonian democracy. In their social composition, the 
Whigs were the heirs of the Federalists.

Most northern Whigs were also latter-day Federalists in 
their support of Henry Clay’s American System. Most Whigs 
believed that the federal government (Congress!) should 
play an active role in promoting national progress. A Whig 
editor nicely summed it up: “The government is not merely a 
machine for making wars and punishing felons, but is bound 
to do all that is within its power to promote the welfare of 
the people. Its legitimate scope is not merely negative, repre-
sentative, defensive, but also affirmative, creative, construc-
tive, beneficent.” This ideology attracted moral and social 
reformers of all kinds. They wanted to enlist the affirmative, 
 creative, constructive, and beneficent powers of government 
in the causes of strict observance of the sabbath, temperance 
in the use of alcohol, helping the physically and  mentally 

 anything resembling a national organization, clung to the 
name National-Republican until Jackson’s second term. 
Then they adopted the name “Whig,” and the second Ameri-
can party system was born. 

What of John C. Calhoun, senator from South Carolina 
in 1836, and his disciples, southerners who believed that 
defending (and promoting) the institution of slavery took 
priority over all other questions? Most remained Demo-
crats. A few, like John Tyler of Virginia, were so embittered 
by Jackson that they became Whigs. Calhoun, in everything 
but his hatred for Jackson and resentment of Van Buren, was 
a Democrat. However, with his unbreakable political lock on 
South Carolina and his once glowing presidential prospects 
dashed, he refused to accept the party label. No other promi-
nent politician of the era could think of standing alone. 

The Whigs
The name Whig was borrowed from Great Britain. His-
torically, the British Whigs had stood for the supremacy of 

President Veto
Jackson’s veto of the Bank Bill was just another day’s work 
for him. No previous president used the veto so often. Indeed, 
the first six presidents altogether vetoed a total of ten acts of 
Congress. Jackson vetoed twelve.



handicapped, and a welter of other reforms.  Northern 
Whigs, at least, thought of their party as “the party of hope,” 
the Democrats as “the party of fear”—fear of change, fear of 
progress. 

Southern and western Whigs were less likely to be inter-
ested in reform. Many Louisiana sugar planters and Kentucky 
hemp growers were Whigs for little more reason than the fact 
that their crops required tariff protection if they were to be 
profitable. Other southern and western Whigs had been ap-
palled by Jackson’s high-handedness and the narrow section-
alism of southern Democrats. David Crockett of Tennessee, 
remembered today as a frontiersman and martyr for Texas 
independence, was best known in the 1830s as a Whig con-
gressman who wrote lampoons of Jackson and Van Buren.

The party was instantly successful. In 1834, Whigs won 
ninety-eight seats in the House of Representatives and al-
most half the Senate, twenty-five seats to the Democrats’ 
twenty-seven. For twenty years, while unlucky in presidential 
politics, the Whigs would battle the Democrats as equals in 
House, Senate, and in the states.

The Godlike Daniel
Next to Henry Clay, the best-known Whig was Daniel 
 Webster of Massachusetts. At the peak of his powers in the 
1830s,  Webster was idolized in New England as the “Godlike 
 Daniel.” The adoration owed to Webster’s personal presence 
and his peerless oratory. With a great face that glowered darkly 
when he spoke, his eyes burned like “anthracite furnaces.” A 
look from him, it was said, was enough to win most debates. 
 Webster was described as “a steam engine in trousers” and “a 
small cathedral in himself.” An admirer said he was “a living 
lie because no man on earth could be so great as he looked.”

Webster was not a fraction as great as he looked. He was an 
able administrator and an effective diplomat. But  Webster’s 

Unlikely Democrat
James Fenimore Cooper, author of The Last of the Mohicans,
was a rich, cultivated, and cosmopolitan Hudson Valley 
patrician. His family had been Federalist, and Cooper had 
a Federalist’s scant regard for “the people.” He sued his 
neighbors near Cooperstown, New York, to stop them from 
swimming in a lake he owned, as they had been doing 
for generations. The dispute inspired him to write a book 
indignant about the pushiness of the lower orders.

And yet, Cooper was an active supporter of the Democratic 
party, which promoted the cult of the common man. How 
to explain it? By the fact that Cooper deplored “Wall Street 
Whiggery . . . a race of cheating, lying, money-getting 
blockheads” more than he deplored farmers cooling off in his 
lake. The Wall Street crowd would speculate in anything, he 
wrote, “in the general delusion of growing rich by pushing a 
fancied value to a point still higher.” In those sentiments, he 
was indeed a true-blue Jacksonian.
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character was less than shining. Of humble origin, he took 
too zestfully to the high life that his success as a lawyer 
opened up to him. He dressed grandly, savored good food, 
and basked in the company of the wealthy. He was also an 
alcoholic and he invested his money as foolishly as he spent 
it. He should have been quite rich, but he never was. He was 
constantly in debt and effectively sold his services to manu-
facturers and bankers who regularly bailed him out of his fi-
nancial difficulties by sending him gifts of money, no visible 
strings attached. During Jackson’s war on the BUS, Webster 
not too subtly threatened to cancel his contract as the Bank’s 
legal counsel unless Nicholas Biddle paid him off. Biddle 
did. Webster came to expect money in the mail after every 
speech on behalf of the tariff or even the ideal of the Union. 
All of this was more or less common knowledge. So, while he 
remained popular in New England, his not-so-secret vices 
provided an easy target for the Democrats.

And yet, it was this corrupted man who gave voice to the 
ideal that was to sustain the indisputably great Abraham 
 Lincoln during the Civil War. In 1830, when Calhoun and 
Jackson were toasting the relative values of union versus lib-
erty, Webster rose in the Senate to tell the nation that “Liberty 
and Union, now and for ever,” were “one and inseparable.”

Future Boundary

MAP 16:1 Van Buren’s Victory in 1836. The Democrats 
and Whigs were both national parties. Both carried states in 
North, South, and West. (A Whig carried the retiring president 
Jackson’s Tennessee.) But the Whig strategy of running three 
candidates popular in the section where they lived in order to 
send the election to the House of Representatives was a failure. 
The three plus South Carolina’s Willie Mangum, who was no 
Whig, won almost as many popular votes as Van Buren, but 
nowhere near a majority of electoral votes.
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Alma Mater

Students today would find little that was familiar if they 
were transported to a college of the Jackson era. Student 
life then more closely resembled student life in the Middle 
Ages than student life in the twenty-first century.

Almost all colleges were private institutions. As late as 
1860, only 17 of America’s 246 colleges and universities 
were state funded. With a few exceptions, the others were 
funded and closely administered by Protestant denomina-
tions to train ministers and to maintain the loyalty of other 
young men to their creeds. This was particularly true of the 
colleges founded during the Jackson years when dozens of 
new colleges were founded by evangelical Protestants com-
mitted to reforming society as well as to saving souls.

All but a handful of colleges were male institutions. What 
was a woman’s need for higher learning when her divinely 
ordained role was in the home as a wife and mother? There 
were dissenters. In 1833, Ohio’s Oberlin College, a hotbed 
of evangelical reform, began to admit women as students. A 
few other colleges followed suit. In 1837, two women’s col-
leges were founded, Georgia Female College in Macon (now 
Wesleyan College) and Mount Holyoke in South Hadley, 
Massachusetts. 

Higher education was not career oriented. Students were 
not taught the specifics involved in an occupation or profes-
sion (except the ministry). The young man who wanted to 
be an engineer, an architect, or a businessman apprenticed 
himself to someone in those callings; he learned “on the 
job.” Although some universities had established medical 
and law schools, apprenticeship was also the most common 
means of preparing for those professions, too.

The heart of college curricula was the same as it had 
been for centuries. The sequence of courses was strictly 
prescribed. Everyone studied the liberal arts. Colleges 
taught Latin, Greek, sometimes Hebrew; classical lit-
erature; natural science; mathematics, and political and 
moral philosophy. Rhetoric, both theory and a great deal 
of public speaking, was an important subject.

Colleges were small. Except at the very oldest institu-
tions such as Harvard and Yale and public institutions like 
the  University of Virginia, the typical student body rarely 
numbered more than a few dozen, the typical faculty per-
haps three or four professors and an equal number of tutors 
(“assistant professors”). In so small a community, everyone 
knew everyone else at least by sight. But there was none of the 
 instructor–student chumminess so common today. Profes-
sors erected a high wall of formality between themselves and 
those they taught, both because they believed in hierarchy 
and out of the fear that friendliness would lead to a break-
down in discipline. Instructors’ stiff-necked behavior also 
owed to the fact that they were little older and sometimes 
younger than their students. Joseph Caldwell became presi-
dent of the University of North Carolina when he was 24.

Ostensibly, student behavior was governed by detailed 
rules. Students were to toe the line not only in class but also in 

their private lives. Attendance at religious services was man-
datory at church institutions. Strict curfews determined when 
students living in dormitories extinguished their lamps. Even 
impoliteness was to be punished by a fine or suspension.

The long lists of rules had more to do with reassuring parents 
than with students’ actual behavior. College students were at 
least as rambunctious as they are today. They defied their pro-
fessors by day—the distinguished political philosopher Francis 
Lieber had to tackle students he intended to  discipline—and 
they taunted them by night. A common prank was stealing 
into the college chapel and ringing the bell until dawn or, bet-
ter, an enraged professor emerged in his nightshirt. Students 
threw snowballs and rocks through tutors’ windows. They 
led the president’s horse to the roof of three- and four-story 
buildings. Students at Dickinson College in Pennsylvania sent 
a note to authorities at Staunton, Virginia, where Dickinson’s 
president was visiting, informing them that an escaped lunatic 
was headed that way and would claim to be a college presi-
dent. He should be returned under guard.

Some rebellions were more violent, if on a smaller scale, 
than the student uprisings of the 1960s. Professors were as-
saulted: stoned, horsewhipped, and fired on with shotguns. 
At the University of Virginia in 1840, Professor Nathaniel 
Davis was murdered. Writing to his own son at college in 
1843, Princeton professor Samuel Miller warned against 
sympathizing with rebels. Miller lived in fear of student up-
risings, perhaps because one rebellion at Princeton was so 
serious that the faculty had to call in club-wielding towns-
people to put it down.

What caused student rebelliousness in the Jackson era? 
One explanation is that college rules were written at an 
earlier time when students were 14 to 18 years old. By 
the 1820s, however, many college students were in their 
mid-20s and, in that tougher world, much more mature 
than people in their 20s today. They were simply not in-
clined to conform to behavior appropriate to adolescents. 

Moreover, many students lived not in closely supervised 
dormitories but in private lodgings in town. They frater-
nized largely with other students and developed a defiant 
camaraderie directed against outsiders. Enjoying broad 
freedoms, they were unlikely to conform to strict rules of 
behavior when they were on campus.

Finally, while the rules were strict, enforcement was er-
ratic. “There were too many colleges,” historian Joseph F. 
Kett wrote, “and they needed students more than students 
needed them.” Faculty members, ever nervous for their jobs, 
overlooked minor offenses which inevitably led to greater 
ones. Several colleges suspended the entire student body for 
“great rebellion.” However, financial pressures usually re-
sulted in their readmission for the price of a written apology. 
 Professor Miller described student rebels as “unworthy, prof-
ligate, degraded, and miserable villains.” But if they could 
pay the tuition, there was a place for them, if not at alma 
mater, then at another college up the road.

How They Lived



He was replying to Robert Hayne of South Carolina, him-
self a fine orator who, when Calhoun was vice president, 
spoke Calhoun’s lines on the floor of the Senate. Hayne iden-
tified the doctrine of nullification with American liberty. 
Then, in a brilliantly crafted speech that kept every senator in 
his seat for two days, Webster dissected Calhoun’s doctrine le-
gally, constitutionally, and historically. In a ringing  rhetorical 
 climax, he declared that it was not state sovereignty, but the 
Constitution that was the wellspring of American liberty, 
and the indissoluble union that was liberty’s protector. “It 
is, Sir, the people’s Constitution, the people’s government, 
made for the people, made by the people, and answerable to 
the people.” 

The liberty and union speech transformed a political ab-
straction, the Union, into an object for which people were 
willing to die thirty years later. 

1836: Three Whigs versus a Democrat
In 1836, the Whigs could not agree on a presidential candi-
date to run against Martin Van Buren. Henry Clay was the 
party’s most distinguished leader. But the Whigs wanted to 
win, and Clay had been trounced in 1832 on an issue of his 
own choosing. Van Buren was not the gigantic national fi gure 
Jackson was. Therefore, the Whigs decided to run different 
candidates against him in states where each was popular. If 
they could deny Van Buren a majority in the electoral college, 
the election would be decided in the House of Representa-
tives where the Whigs were likely to control a majority of 
state delegations. They would then unite behind whichever 
of their candidates qualifi ed for the runoff.

Webster was the candidate in lower New England and 
New York (although Van Buren was bound to carry his home 
state). Hugh Lawson White of Tennessee was the candidate 
in the southern states. In the Northwest and rural upper 
New England, the Whigs’ man was William Henry  Harrison, 
the hero of the Battle of Tippecanoe. The Whig strategy 
got a boost when South Carolina refused to give its votes 
to  Calhoun’s enemy, Van Buren, and nominated a Calhoun 
henchman, Willie P. Magnum.

The popular vote was close. Van Buren won just 26,000 
votes more than the Whigs. And, as they expected to do, the 
Whigs increased their representation in the House. But Van 
Buren won a comfortable 170 to 124 majority in the electoral 
college. Daniel Webster failed to carry even  Massachusetts 
neighbors Connecticut and Rhode Island. Harrison lost 
in Michigan and Illinois. In the South, White carried only 
 Tennessee and Georgia. Martin Van Buren was president. 

Depression
Election to the presidency was just about the last good thing 
that ever happened to Martin Van Buren. When his admin-
istration was just a few months old, the country reaped the 
whirlwind of Jackson’s Specie Circular. Drained of their 
gold and silver, several big New York banks announced in 
May that they would no longer redeem their notes in specie. 
Speculators and honest workingmen alike found themselves 
holding paper money that even the institutions that issued it 
would not accept.

In 1838, the depression worsened. In 1841 alone, 28,000 
businesses declared bankruptcy. Factories closed. Several 
cities were unsettled by riots of unemployed workers. Eight 
western state governments defaulted on their debts.

Van Buren tried to meet the fiscal part of the crisis. He 
attempted to divorce the government from the banks which 
Jackson, for all his talk about all banks being bad, had not 
done. Van Buren established the subtreasury system by 
which, in effect, the government kept its money in its own 
vaults. The Whigs protested that what was needed was an in-
fusion of money into the economy, not burying it. But they 
could not influence what was an executive decision.

Van Buren also maintained the Democratic faith in refus-
ing to take any measures to alleviate popular suffering. The 
Founding Fathers, he said (in fact voicing Jefferson’s and 
Jackson’s sentiments), had “wisely judged that the less gov-
ernment interfered with private pursuits the better for the 
general prosperity.”

Whatever the virtues of Van Buren’s position—whatever 
the convictions of most Americans on the question of gov-
ernment intervention in the economy—it is difficult for any 
administration to survive a serious depression. The presi-
dent, who reaps the credit for blessings that are none of his 
doing, gets the blame when things go badly, blameless as he 
may be. By early 1840, the Whigs were sure that hard times 
would put their candidate into the White House.

Pop Art
In 1834, with the hero of the common man in the White 
House, Nathaniel Currier of New York democratized art in 
America. He began to sell lithographs depicting natural 
wonders, marvels of technology such as locomotives, 
battles (New Orleans, of course), portraits of prominent 
people, and scenes of everyday life, both sentimental and 
comical.

Currier and Ives (the partner arrived in 1852) sold their 
prints for as little as 25 ¢ for a small black and white to $4 
for a hand-colored engraving 28 by 40 inches. They were 
affordable to just about all but just expensive enough to be 
acceptable as a wall hanging in a self-consciously middle-
class household.

More than 7,000 different Currier and Ives prints 
were produced by a process that can only be called 
industrial. Some artists specialized in backgrounds, 
others in machinery, others in faces, yet others in 
crowd scenes.By the late nineteenth century, it was 
a rare American who could not have identified Currier 
& Ives to an enquirer.

“Tippecanoe and Tyler Too”
But who was to be the sure-thing candidate? Clay believed 
that he deserved the nomination. For twenty-fi ve years, he 
had promoted a coherent national economic policy that, for 
the most part, the Whigs had adopted. For half that time he 
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led the fi ght against Jackson. However, so thought calculat-
ing Whig politicos like Thurlow Weed of New York, Clay’s 
distinguished career was also his weakness. In standing in the 
vanguard for so long, in brokering so many deals, Clay inevi-
tably made enemies. Another Whig, Edmund Quincy, wrote 
(in dreadfully purple prose) of “the ineffable meanness of 
the lion turned spaniel in his fawnings on the masters whose 
hands he was licking for the sake of the dirty puddings they 
might have to toss him.”

Victory-hungry Whigs led by Weed called for choosing a 
candidate who had little or no political record but who, like 
Jackson, could be packaged as a national symbol. The first 
and foremost object of a political party, Weed said (echoing 
Martin Van Buren) was to win elections. Then it could talk 
about its principles and pursue its goals.

Weed’s candidate was William Henry Harrison. He had 
done better than either Webster or White in 1836. He was 
the scion of a distinguished Virginia family; his father signed 
the Declaration of Independence. He was identified with 
no controversial political position. Best of all, like Jackson, 
he was both a westerner and a military hero, the victor of 
Tippecanoe. When the Whigs nominated him, his “handlers” 
admonished one another, “let him say not one single word 
about his principles or his creed, let him say nothing, prom-
ise nothing. Let no [one] extract from him a single word 
about what he thinks. . . . Let use of pen and ink be wholly 
forbidden as if he were a mad poet in Bedlam.”

To appeal to voters in the South, where the Whigs were 
weak, John Tyler of Virginia was nominated for vice presi-
dent: “Tippecanoe and Tyler Too!”

Politics as Marketing
The Whigs intended to campaign simply by talking about Har-
rison’s military record. Then a Democratic newspaper editor 
made a slip that opened up a whole new world in American 
politics. Implying that Harrison was incompetent, the jour-
nalist sneered that the elderly, Harrison would be quite happy 
with an annual pension of $2,000, a jug of hard cider, and a 
bench on which to sit and doze at the door of his log cabin.

Such snobbery was ill-suited to a party that had come to 
power as the champion of the common man. The Whigs, who 
suffered Democratic taunts that they were elitists, charged 
into the breach. They hauled out miniature log cabins at city 
rallies and country bonfires. They tapped thousands of bar-
rels of hard cider. They sang raucous songs like

Farewell, dear Van, 
You’re not our man,
To guide our ship,
We’ll try old Tip.

Stealing another leaf from the Jacksonian book, the Whigs 
depicted Van Buren as an effeminate fop who sipped cham-
pagne, ate fancy French food, perfumed his whiskers, and 
flounced about in silks and satins. Before he departed for 
Texas, death, and immortality at the Alamo, Davy Crockett 
said that Van Buren was “laced up in corsets such as women 
in a town wear, and if possible tighter than the best of them. 
It would be difficult to say from his personal appearance 
whether he was man or woman, but for his large red and 
gray whiskers.”

In 1840, the Whigs built mock-up log cabins for rallies in support of William Henry Harrison’s candidacy. Another gimmick new to
electioneering was a great ball covered with party slogans and rolled to and through towns on an axle pushed by younger party workers. 
The  phrase “keep the ball rolling,” still common parlance, dates from the landmark campaign of 1840.
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It was all nonsense. Harrison lived in no log cabin but in a 
mansion. He was no simple country bumpkin, but rather the 
opposite, a pedant given to tedious academic discourse on 
subjects of little interest to ordinary people. Van Buren, while 
indeed a dandy, was of modest origins; his father had kept 
a tavern. He was earthy, and he subscribed to much more 
democratic ideals than did old Tippecanoe.

But nonsense worked, as it often has since. Although Van 
Buren won 47 percent of the popular vote, he was trounced in 
the electoral college 60 to 234. Jacksonian chickens had come 
home to roost. Rarely again would a presidential election be 
contested without great fussing about symbols and images.

With their successful appeal to the common man, the 
Whigs of 1840 demonstrated that the democratic upheaval 
of the Age of Jackson was complete. Never again in the egali-
tarian United States would there be political profit in appeal-
ing to the superior qualifications of the better sort. Perhaps 
what is most noteworthy about the election of 1840 is that a 
political candidate was marketed as a commodity—Harrison 
was “packaged”—long before the techniques of modern ad-
vertising were formulated.

Fate’s Cruel Joke
Wherever William Henry Harrison stood on specifi c is-
sues, he was fully in accord with one fundamental Whig 

 principle—that Congress should make the laws and the pres-
ident execute them. He was quite willing to defer to the party 
professionals, particularly Clay, whom he admired, in mak-
ing policy. With Whig majorities in both houses of  Congress, 
the Great  Compromiser had every reason to believe that, if 
not president in name, he would direct the nation’s affairs. 
Old Tip dutifully named four of Clay’s lieutenants to his 
cabinet.

Harrison would have done well to defer to Daniel Webster 
in his area of expertise—oratory. Webster wrote an inaugu-
ral address for Harrison, but the president politely turned 
it down, having prepared his own. It is the longest, dullest 
inaugural address in the archives, a turgid treatise on Roman 
history and its relevance to the United States of America circa 
March 1841. Harrison delivered it out of doors on a frigid, 
windy day. He caught a cold that turned into pneumonia. For 
weeks he suffered, half the time in bed, half the time receiv-
ing Whig office seekers as greedy for jobs as the Democrats 
of 1828. Then he ceased to rise and dress. On April 4, 1841, 
exactly one month after lecturing the country on republican 
virtue, he passed away.

At first the Whigs did not miss a stride. Clay lectured 
“Tyler Too” that he was an “acting president.” He would 
preside over the formalities of government while a com-
mittee of Whigs chaired by Henry Clay made policy deci-
sions. John Quincy Adams, now a Whig congressman from 
Massachusetts, concurred. Tyler would have none of it. He 
insisted that the Constitution authorized him to exercise 
the same presidential powers that he would exercise if he 
had been elected.

A President without a Party
Tyler tried to get along with Clay. He went along with the 
 abolition of the subtreasury system, and, although a low-
 tariff man, he agreed to an increase of rates in 1842 as long 
as the rise was tied to ending federal fi nance of internal 
improvements. Tyler also supported Clay’s attempt to woo 
western voters from the Democrats with his Preemption Act 
of 1841. This law provided that a family that squatted on up 
to 160 acres of public land could purchase it at the mini-
mum price of $1.25 per acre without having to bid against 
others.

But Tyler was no Henry Clay Whig. He had split with 
 Jackson over King Andrew’s arrogant use of presidential 
power. His views on other issues were closer to those of John 
C.  Calhoun than to those of the nationalistic Whigs. Most 
notably, Tyler wanted no new BUS. He told Clay not to try to 
force one on him.

Clay tried anyway, and Tyler vetoed one bank bill after 
another. Furious, the Whigs expelled the president from the 
party, and Tyler’s entire cabinet, inherited from Harrison, re-
signed. (Except Secretary of State Webster, who wanted to 
complete some touchy negotiations with Great Britain). Clay 
left the Senate in order to devote all his time to winning the 
presidential election of 1844.

Future Boundary

MAP 16:2 The Whig Victory of 1840 In 1840, the Whigs 
demonstrated to generations of politicians yet to come that a 
non-issue, all hoopla campaign is sometimes the way to go. 
Whig strategists persuaded candidate William Henry Harrison 
to say nothing of substance. But Van Buren was doomed even 
if the pompous Harrison had stumped the country delivering 
his notorious dull speeches. The country was in the midst of a 
serious economic depression. That, far more than the Whigs’ 
“fun” campaign, defeated Van Buren.
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Tyler’s new cabinet was made up mostly of nominal 
southern Whigs who shared his views. The president’s plan 
was to piece together a new party of such states’ rights Whigs 
and some Democrats. Toward this end, he named John C. 
 Calhoun secretary of state.

The Webster–Ashburton Treaty
The major accomplishments of the Tyler administration 
were in the area of foreign affairs: resolving a series of poten-
tially dangerous disputes with Great Britain, and paving the 
way for the annexation of the Republic of Texas.

Relations with Great Britain were eased by Secretary of 
State Webster. One problem was a boundary dispute between 
Maine and the Canadian province of New Brunswick. Ac-
cording to the Treaty of 1783, the line ran between the water-
sheds of the Atlantic and the St. Lawrence River. Both sides 
agreed that Benjamin Franklin had drawn the boundary in 
red ink on a map used at the negotiations.

However, the map had disappeared and, in 1838, Canadian 
lumberjacks began cutting timber in the Aroostook Valley, 
which the United States claimed. A brief “war” between the 
Maine and New Brunswick militias ended with no deaths, 
and Van Buren managed to cool things down. But he could 
not resolve the boundary dispute.

The Canadian–American line west of Lake Superior was 
also in question, and there were two more points of friction 
because of unofficial American assistance to Canadian rebels 

and the illegal slave trade in which some Americans were in-
volved. The slavery issue waxed hot late in 1841 when blacks 
on the American brig Creole mutinied, killed the crew, and 
sailed to Nassau in the British Bahamas. The British hanged 
the leaders of the mutiny but freed the other slaves, enraging 
southerners.

Neither Britain nor the United States wanted war. And, 
fortuitously, Webster found a kindred spirit in the high-
 living British negotiator, Lord Ashburton. Over brandy, they 
worked out a compromise. Webster made a big concession 
to the British, too big as far as Maine’s loggers were con-
cerned. Never above chicanery, Webster forged Franklin’s 
map to show a red line that gave Maine less territory than 
he “won” from Ashburton. He warned that the United States 
had better take what it could get. (The real Franklin map 
surfaced some years later and showed that the United States 
was shorted.)

Ashburton was generous, too. He ceded a strip of terri-
tory in northern New York and Vermont to which the United 
States had no claim and about 6,500 square miles at the tip 
of Lake Superior. It was wilderness at the time. Later, known 
as the Mesabi Range, it held one of the world’s richest iron 
ore deposits.

When the Senate ratified the Webster–Ashburton Treaty 
in 1842, every outstanding difference between the United 
States and Britain was resolved. Webster had good reason to 
be pleased with himself, and he joined his fellow Whigs in 
leaving Tyler’s cabinet.
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DISCOVERY

How did new means of transporting people and goods about affect the societies 
and economies of Northeast, South, and West?
Economics and Technology:  Excerpts from two articles of the early industrial age, “The Harbinger, Female 
Workers of Lowell” and “Morality of Manufactures” present two sharply different pictures of the effects of cotton 
mills on the lives of New Englanders. Which assessment do you find more convincing?  Why?  Is the debate here 
relevant to factory work today?

The Harbinger, Female Workers of Lowell (1836)

. . . In Lowell live between seven and eight thousand 
young women, who are generally daughters of farmers 
of the different states of New England.  Some of them 
are members of families that were rich in the generation 
before. . . . 

The operatives work thirteen hours a day in the 
summer time, and from daylight to dark in the winter. 
At half past four in the morning the factory bell rings, 
and at five the girls must be in the mills. A clerk, placed 
as a watch, observes those who are a few minutes behind 
the time, and effectual means are taken to stimulate to 
punctuality. This is the morning commencement of the 
industrial discipline (should we not rather say industrial 
tyranny?)  which is established in these associations of 
this moral and Christian community. 

At seven the girls are allowed thirty minutes for 
breakfast, and at noon thirty minutes more for dinner, 

except during the first quarter of the year, when the 
time is extended to forty-five minutes. But within 
this time they must hurry to their boardinghouses 
and return to the factory, and that through the hot 
sun or the rain or the cold. A meal eaten under such 
circumstances must be quite unfavorable to digestion 
and health, as any medical man will inform us. After 
seven o’clock in the evening the factory bell sounds the 
close of the day’s work. 

Thus thirteen hours per day of close attention and 
monotonous labor are extracted from the young women 
in these manufactories. . . . So fatigued-we should say, 
exhausted and worn out, but we wish to speak of the 
system in the simplest language-are numbers of girls 
that they go to bed soon after their evening meal, and 
endeavor by a comparatively long sleep to resuscitate 
their weakened frames for the toil of the coming day. 
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Morality of Manufactures, 1823

. . . “Before I commenced the erection of these works, said 
Mr. S. and established in this place the branch of cotton 
manufacture, the process of which you have been just 
examining, the man who built, and now owns that neat 
little tenement, had no place to shelter himself and his 
numerous family, but the wretched hovel which you may 
observe at a few rods distance from his present abode. At 
that time, continued my informant, his only occupation 
was that of fishing or rambling in the mountains in 
pursuit of such game as chance might throw in his way. 
Of the little he obtained by this occasional and precarious 
mode of subsistence, a large proportion was expended in 
the purchase of rum; in the use of which he indulged to 
such an extent as to brutalize his faculties, and render him 
a pest to society, as well as a curse to his family; which he 
kept in a state of the most deplorable and squalid poverty. 
Of his children three of four were daughters, of various 
ages, from seven or eight to fourteen years; these, said 
Mr. S. on commencing my establishment, I took into the 
factory; where, from that period to the present time, they 
have always had constant and regular employment. The 
proceeds of their first week’s labor, amounting to six or 

seven dollars, when paid and taken home to their parents, 
was an amount which, it is probable, they never before at 
any one time possessed. The almost immediate effect on 
the mind of the father appears to have been a conviction 
that his children, instead of being a burden which he 
despaired of supporting, and, therefore, never before 
made an effort to accomplish, would, on the contrary, by 
the steady employment now provided for them, be able, 
by their industry, not only to sustain themselves, but also 
contribute to the maintenance and support of the other 
members of the family. From that moment, it would 
appear, as if he had determined to reform his vicious 
habits, and to emerge from that state of degradation and 
wretchedness into which he had plunged himself and 
family. He has done so, said Mr. S. and, instead of being a 
pest, he has become a useful member of society; instead 
of being a curse to his family, and occupying with them 
that wretched hovel yonder, fit only for swine to wallow 
in, he has, by his own exertions, aided the industry and 
good conduct of his children, lately purchased the soil, and 
erected the comfortable cottage, which said Mr.  S. smiling, 
appears so powerfully to attract your notice.”
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To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”

What role did Andrew Jackson’s personality play in shaping politics and 
government policy during the 1820s and 1830s?

Government and Law:  Based on only the imagery in “Daniel Webster 
has the floor” and “King Andrew,” what were the painter’s and the 
cartoonist’s opinions of the two politicians?  To which political party 
does the artwork imply the creator of each belonged? What is the 
painter’s implied view of Congress?  The cartoonist’s view of the 
presidency?
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Chapter 17

Religion and 
Reform
Evangelicals and Enthusiasts 1800-1850

God has found it necessary to take advantage of the excitability there is in mankind, 
to produce powerful excitements among them, before he can lead them to obey. Men 
are so spiritually sluggish, there are so many things to lead their minds off from 
religion, and to oppose the influence of the Gospel, that it is necessary to raise an 
excitement among them, till the tide rises so high as to sweep away the opposing 
obstacles.

—Charles G. Finney

Religious Insanity is very common in the United States
—Alexis de Tocqueville

hard to understand—too much theology in sermons—and, 
in the case of the Anglicans, the fact that virtually all their 
ministers had been loyalists during the Revolution. Emi-
grants to the West ceased to belong to churches because there 
were no churches on the raw frontier, in some places not for 
years after the first settlers.

With such different reasons for their discontent with tra-
ditional beliefs and practices, Americans influenced by the 
Enlightenment and ordinary folk took very different paths 
in their religious lives.

Deists
Any Americans who were atheists kept their disbelief to 
themselves. Known atheists were not permitted to vote. By 
the time of the Revolution, however, many educated people 
were deists.

Deists believed in a supreme being, but not in a God who 
was constantly at work in human affairs, listening to prayers 
and shaping events. They compared God to a watchmaker 
who created the complex mechanism that was the world and 
then let it run by itself according to natural laws that were 
rational and could be understood, just as Sir Isaac Newton, 
a century earlier, had explained the mysteries of gravity and 
the movement of the planets using mathematics.

B
efore 1800, most American churchgoers were 
 Congregationalists, Anglicans,  Presbyterians, or 
Quakers. There were other denominations:  Baptists, 
Lutherans; Dutch Reformed;  German Mennonites 
and Amish in southeastern  Pennsylvania (the 

“Pennsylvania Dutch”). Indeed, there was still an old Roman 
Catholic community in Maryland and a few Catholic mis-
sions elsewhere; and synagogues in the major seaports. But 
none of these groups had nearly as many houses of worship as 
the Congregationalists (almost 500), the Anglicans (400), or 
the Quakers and Presbyterians (about 250 each).

AGE OF REASON, AGE OF FAITH
Churchgoing declined during the Revolution and the Con-
federation years. The philosophers of the Enlightenment had 
convinced many Americans that human reason was enough 
to understand and shape the world. There was wisdom in the 
Bible, the philosophers said, but there was mythology too, 
and irrational nonsense of obviously human origin.

Ordinary workaday men and women did not read the 
books of European philosophers. Their drift away from 
church reflected their unhappiness with doctrines that were 



Deists rejected the belief that the Bible and the detailed 
creeds of the various denominations were divinely inspired. 
To deists, the Bible and creeds were human creations subject 
to the same critical scrutiny as monarchy. Thomas Jefferson 
prepared a “rational” New Testament by crossing out the 
miracles and other supernatural events and retaining only 
the moral teachings of Jesus.

Like Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, George Washington, 
and many other Founding Fathers were deists. Washington 
remained an Anglican church member, but he attended ser-
vices only when ceremonial obligations or good manners re-
quired him to do so; he never knelt when prayers were said. 
In his public statements and private letters, he never used the 
words “Jesus,” “Christ,” “savior,” and “redeemer” and “God” 
very rarely. He preferred deist terms like “Great Architect” 
and “Almighty Ruler of the Universe.” 

During the 1790s, Thomas Paine published The Age of 
Reason, which included a scorching denunciation of Christi-
anity. But most deists were not hostile to the churches—for 
others. Social conservatives among them believed that the 
traditional faiths imbued the uneducated and superstitious 
with morality and ethics. 

Deists advocated religious toleration and equal rights for 
all, regardless of their religious beliefs or lack of them. When, 
at New York state’s constitutional convention, John Jay (who 
was not a deist) proposed to deny the vote to Catholics, 
 Gouverneur Morris (a deist) opposed his resolution and won 
the debate.

Unitarians and Universalists
Deism shook up the Congregationalists of New England and 
sharply reduced the number of their churches. Orthodox 
Congregationalists, latter-day Puritans, clung to the harsh 
and infl exible Calvinist doctrines of the innate depravity of 
humanity and the predestination of souls. By the late 1700s, 
however, fewer Congregational ministers and church mem-
bers were orthodox.

Each Congregational church was self-governing. There-
fore, a majority of members of the church could redefine 
their congregation’s creed. In 1785, a prestigious Boston 
congregation voted to eliminate all references to the Trinity 
from its services. The doctrine of the Trinity—that in God 
there were three persons, the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit—was, they said, “idolatrous” and irrational. God 
was one, unitary; thus the name the breakaway churches 
took—Unitarian. 

The Unitarians’ rejection of the Trinity led to other doc-
trinal innovations. If God was one, then Jesus was not divine. 
He was a saintly teacher, to be sure, but a human being.

Unitarianism spread rapidly in New England after 1800. 
When, in 1819, William Ellery Channing, the most respected 
of Congregational ministers, declared himself a Unitar-
ian, dozens of local churches followed him into the new 
denomination. Channing rejected the angry and vengeful 
Calvinist God. God had a father’s concern for his creatures, 
a father’s desire for their improvement, a father’s equity in 

The President Goes to Church
Nine of the first ten presidents were members of “mainstream” 
denominations. (Jefferson belonged to no church.) Washington, 
Madison, Monroe, Harrison, and Tyler were Episcopalians. 
John Adams and John Quincy Adams were Unitarians. Martin 
Van Buren was a member of the Dutch Reformed Church. Late 
in life, at his wife’s urging, Jackson joined the Presbyterian 
church.

1800 1815 1820 1825 18301805 1810 1835 1840 1845 1850

Religion and Reform 1800–1850

1825 New Harmony founded

1824 Finney begins preaching

1820 Missionaries in Hawaii

1801 Cane Ridge camp meeting

1830 Book of Mormon published

1832 Emerson leaves ministry

1838 Mormons found Nauvoo, Illinois

Adventist excitement and disappointment  1844

Seneca Falls convention  1848

Statewide prohibition in Maine  1849

Washington Temperance Society organized  1840

Dorothea Dix speaks out for insane  1843
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 proportioning his commands to their powers, a father’s joy 
in their progress, a father’s readiness to receive the penitent, 
and a father’s justice for the incorrigible.

Some Congregational churches that rejected the doctrine 
of predestination—that God saved some and marked others 
for eternal damnation—became Universalists. How could an 
all-good, loving God damn some of his children to hell from 
the instant of their conception? It made no sense. Salvation 
was accessible to all; it was “universal.”

Unitarian and Universalist beliefs were much the same. 
Both denominations shunned convoluted doctrines. They 
sought to be godly by being moral, by following the pre-
cepts of Jesus without (Jefferson’s words) “hocus-pocus 
phantasms.” 

The early Universalists and Unitarians had different so-
cial bases. Universalist congregations were generally made 
up of plain farmers and, in the towns, men and women of 
the humbler sort. Unitarianism attracted New England’s 
elite and middle classes. Presidents John and John Quincy 
Adams were Unitarians. By 1805, so was Harvard’s presi-
dent. A few years later, a visitor in Boston observed that 
all the literary men of Massachusetts were Unitarians; all 
the trustees and professors of Harvard College were Unitar-
ians; all the elite of wealth and fashion crowded Unitarian 
churches. Even Thomas Jefferson, who did not like much 
that came out of New England, thought that Unitarianism 
was “the pure and uncompounded” religion of “the early 
ages of Christianity.”

Cane Ridge
Where the Unitarians and Universalists were cerebral, the re-
ligious phenomenon that combusted in August 1801 at Cane 
Ridge, Kentucky, was unbridled emotion. Hardly concerned 
with reconciling Christianity and the Age of Reason, the local 
Presbyterian minister, Barton W. Stone, sent out a call for 
a camp meeting, an open air revival for the purpose of re-
capturing—reviving—the religious zeal that frontier settlers 
seemed to have left back East.

The response indicated that a good many trans-
 Appalachian pioneers felt that something was missing from 
their lives. Between 10,000 and 30,000 people gathered at a 
hastily cleared campground near Stone’s log church. For a 
few days, Cane Ridge was larger than just about every Ameri-
can city not on tidal waters. 

The labor-hardened pioneers, many of them first and sec-
ond generation Scotch-Irish, listened to sermons by minis-
ters of several denominations and some of no denomination 
who believed that God commanded them personally to be 
there. A few preachers had built roofed platforms so they 
could speak rain or shine. Most clambered atop wagons or 
stumps. There was nothing resembling a program. As many 
as a dozen revivalists spoke simultaneously. 

The preachers’ messages were much the same, however: 
Every man and woman at Cane Ridge was a sinner. They 
were going to burn in hell for eternity unless they repented of 
their sins, prayed for God’s grace, and accepted Christ as their 

A camp meeting. The 
preacher has most of the 
crowd writhing, which is 
how he wants them. To the 
right, a few well-dressed 
visitors are unmoved 
and perhaps amused. 
They have come for the 
show, not the religion. 
Skeptics were welcome at 
revivals. Often enough to 
confirm the belief in the 
power of the holy spirit, 
some who came to scoff 
were carried away by the 
electric atmosphere (or 
something) and converted.
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personal savior when that grace was freely bestowed. If there 
were any old-time Calvinists there preaching  predestination, 
they were few. The whole point of the revival was that sal-
vation was available for all. Shortly after Cane Ridge, Bar-
ton Stone severed his Presbyterian ties, saying, “Calvinism is 
among the heaviest clogs on Christianity. It is a dark moun-
tain between heaven and earth.” 

Conversions were numerous and passionate. One preacher 
wrote that “at one time I saw at least five hundred swept down 
in a moment as if a barrage of a thousand guns had been 
opened upon them.” Repentant sinners fell to their knees, 
weeping uncontrollably. Some scampered about on all fours, 
barking like dogs. The most talked about manifestation of 
God’s presence was what the unpretentious pioneers called 
“the jerks.” People who resisted God’s grace lurched about, 
their heads and limbs snapping uncontrollably. A rumor 
spread that a man who cursed God was seized by the jerks 
and broke his neck.

There were plenty of skeptics and scoffers at Cane Ridge, 
as there would be at the hundreds of revivals called in imita-
tion of it. So concentrated a mass of humanity in the middle 
of the woods was exhilarating; who could pass on it? Young 
men and women with little interest in religion came for the 
socializing, for the showmanship, and to exploit the occasion 
with thievery, heckling, drinking, and the sexual opportuni-
ties that religious excitement often provides. An oft-repeated 
saying had it that more souls were begotten at camp meet-
ings than were saved. Opportunists had plenty of opportuni-
ties for the next thirty years. Camp meetings were frequent 
events in the southwestern states, and revivals held under a 
roof were common in the East. 

Growth Industries
In 1804, Barton Stone founded the Disciples of Christ for 
other Presbyterians who had rejected Calvinism. In 1832, 
the Disciples merged with another Presbyterian offshoot, 
the “Campbellites,” and were soon a major denomination. 
Doctrines were of minor importance to the Disciples. What 
counted was an individual’s personal relationship with God. 
This was the key to the evangelicals of the early nineteenth 
century: a personal conversion experience.

The Baptists dated their origins to the early years of the 
 Reformation. Their signature belief (and thus their name) 
was their repudiation of infant baptism, which most 
 Christians practiced. For Baptists, only those who were ca-
pable of choosing to be a Christian could be baptized—by 
complete immersion, as in the Bible, not by a symbolic sprin-
kling of water. (They were originally called “anabaptists,” re-
baptisers, because, in the 1500s, converts had already been 
baptized as babies.)

The Baptists believed in the literal truth of every word in 
the Bible. Ironically, these fundamentalists provided much 
of the popular support for the deist Jefferson in his battle 
to dis-establish the Anglican church in Virginia. Except for 
adult immersion baptism, the Baptists differed little from 
other evangelicals. They took minimal interest in formal 
creeds.

The Methodists
Both the Disciples and the Baptists grew rapidly. But 
neither’s growth came close to rivaling the astonishing success 
of the Methodists in making converts. In 1770, no more than 
1,000 Americans called themselves Methodists. Fifty years 
later, the Methodist Episcopal Church counted 250,000 mem-
bers, and there were many more “adherents” who  attended 
Methodist services but had not joined the church. By 1850, 
one American church member in three was a  Methodist.

Methodism was founded in Great Britain by a Church 
of England minister, John Wesley. Wesley did not found a 
new denomination. His Methodism was an unsanctioned 
movement within the Church of England. Wesley criticized 
the church for its frigid formalism and for relying on ritual 
and formulaic sermons that did not touch the hearts of 
 parishioners. Denied access to Anglican churches, Wesley set 
up his pulpit in the street or in chapels that were usually no 
more than a room. He was unusually successful in luring the 
poor and uneducated from the pews in the parish churches. 

Wesley condemned the American Revolution, but his hos-
tility caused hardly a blip in the growth of Methodism in the 
United States. Immediately after the War for Independence, 
Francis  Asbury, himself a missionary from  England, declared the 
 independence of the Methodist Episcopal Church in America.

A Methodist circuit rider making his way from one frontier 
settlement to another to preach the gospel, counsel the 
faithful, marry couples, and baptize newborns. Circuit 
riders were the Methodists’ response to the fact that, on the 
frontier, there were usually too few people in any one place 
to support a full time preacher. The ministers survived 
on the meals provided them on the circuit and whatever 
money those they visited could afford to give them.
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The Methodists differed from the Baptists and Disciples 
in several ways. Because of their Anglican roots, they re-
tained bishops to administer the denomination. Although 
they too de-emphasized doctrine—Wesley even deleted 
the Credo from the prayerbooks he sent to America—the 
 Methodists demanded strict moral behavior of church mem-
bers. Both Wesley and Asbury condemned “ enthusiasm,” 
the “religious madness arising from some falsely imagined 
influence or inspiration of God.” However, at the peak of 
the revival craze, they tacitly encouraged “sudden Agonies, 
Roarings and Screamings, Tremblings, Droppings-down, 
Ravings and Madnesses.”

Methodist leaders soon soured on camp meetings because 
of the unedifying activities that accompanied them. They 
sought converts by sending out itinerant preachers to preach 
the message door-to-door, swapping their words for dinner 
and a place to sleep. In areas where there were too few Meth-
odists to support a local minister, “circuit riders”—intensely 
devoted, poorly paid, usually unmarried men—unendingly 
rode a circuit of ten or twenty little settlements. They forded 
swollen creeks in all weather, carrying little on their nags but 
a Bible. They preached, gave lessons, performed marriages 
and baptisms, took their rest and meals in the cabins of the 
faithful, and rode on. In old age, Francis Asbury, who owned 
no home of his own, estimated that he had sat a horse for 
more than 300,000 miles. For three decades, Finis Ewing and 
Peter Cartwright were rarely off their horses for more than 
three days at a time.

THE BURNED-OVER DISTRICT
The “Second Great Awakening” of the early nineteenth cen-
tury was immensely successful. Before the 1800s, about one 
American in six belonged to a church. In 1850, one in three 
was a church member. At fi rst, the Disciples, Baptists, and 
Methodists converted many Presbyterians and Congrega-
tionalists to their denominations. But when some Presby-
terian and Congregationalist ministers embraced evangeli-
calism, sidling away from Calvinism, their numbers also 
increased.

Indeed, the most famous preacher of the Second Great 
Awakening was a Presbyterian, Charles Grandison Finney. 
Finney preached wherever he could borrow a church or rent 
a hall. Well educated as he was, Finney was not averse to camp 
meeting antics. He writhed during sermons and invented the 
“anxious bench.” Members of the audience who sensed they 
felt a divine presence were ushered to a seat directly in front 
of Finney where he could bring them along personally. When 
he sensed a breakthrough, he shouted, “Do it! Get saved.”

Finney’s favorite tramping ground was central and west-
ern New York, a region of substandard farmland settled by 
emigrants from the substandard farmland of northern New 
England. They had been tossed about socially and psychologi-
cally by the commercial revolution worked by the Erie Canal. 
Finney called it the “burned-over” district” because the fires of 
religious enthusiasm blazed in the country so frequently. 

Superstition and belief in magic flourished in the burned-
over district. Farmers hired “water witchers” with dousing 
sticks to locate the best location for a well (it was called “scry-
ing”) and conjurors with peep stones to find the treasure they 
were positive was buried somewhere on their property. A 
Vermont editor estimated that, at one time, 500 people were 
digging up the Green Mountains searching for buried gold; 
there must have been as many in New York’s burned-over 
district. Prophets and seers preaching bizarre panaceas for 
solving one problem or another, some of them charlatans, 
some merely disturbed, wandered from town to town.

During the 1830s, two religious sects destined to become 
major denominations emerged from the region plus a third, 
beginning as a kind of prank, that evolved into a sect that is 
still around although far from major.

The Millerites
In 1831, after a decade of pouring over biblical prophecies 
and making mathematical calculations, William Miller an-
nounced that the Second Coming of Christ—the end of the 
world, when those who were saved would be transported to 
heaven—was imminent. He could not name the day but, 

William Miller’s prediction of the end of the world in 1843 or 
1844 was based on his study of biblical prophecies. This Adventist 
chart traced the rise and fall of earthly kingdoms from Babylon 
through the “Mahometans” and beyond.
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when pressed, said that it would occur sometime between 
March 21,1843 and March 21, 1844.

For a decade, Miller wandered the Northeast preaching. 
The number of his converts increased slowly but steadily 
until, at the beginning of the fateful year, an omen appeared 
in the sky. (It was Halley’s Comet.) In the burned-over dis-
trict and parts of New England, Millerites hurriedly wrapped 
up their affairs, many selling their possessions, some con-
tributing the proceeds to Miller. On March 21, 1844, sev-
eral thousand people in New York climbed trees and hills 
in “ Ascension Robes” so as to be first in line for the flight 
to heaven. When midnight arrived without incident—the 
“Great Disappointment”—the miserable Miller went back to 
his computations, found an error, and rescheduled the Sec-
ond Coming for October 22. 

Fewer people climbed hills in October. After the “Second 
Disappointment,” Miller’s most devoted followers somehow 
held on until, in 1863, James and Ellen G. “Mother” White 
revitalized them as the Seventh Day Adventists. (Their day 
of worship was the sabbath, Saturday, as in the Bible, not 
 Sunday, the Lord’s Day.) They steered clear of dates, saying 
only that the faithful should be prepared for the advent (the 
coming) every day.

The Book of Mormon
Joseph Smith Jr. was the handsome, charming, day-dreaming 
son of a wretchedly poor family that had settled in Palmyra, 
New York. Smith preferred treasure hunting to working. He 
grew up hearing the wondrous stories of the region and lis-
tened to any number of revivalists who passed through. Ap-
parently he had a conversion experience in 1820. (Later, he 
said it had been a vision.) On one of his rambles—again he 
told the story only much later—he was accosted by an angel 
named Moroni. After several meetings, Moroni directed 
him to buried gold plates bearing mysterious inscriptions. 
With the help of peep stones, Smith translated the plates into 
 English which he published as The Book of Mormon, a “Bible 
of the New World.” It told the story of the Nephites, descen-
dants of the lost tribes of Israel who had come to America, of 
Christ’s visit to them, and of their wars with the Lamanites 
(the Indians) who were victorious, killing all of the Nephites 
except the author of Smith’s book, Mormon. 

The Book of Mormon lacked the diversity and poetry of the 
Bible. Mark Twain called it “chloroform in print,” observing 
that the phrase “and it came to pass” appeared 2,000 times. 
But it was a sensational success. When he published The
Book of Mormon, Smith’s Church of Jesus Christ of the  Latter 
Day Saints had fifty members. Within a year, there were a 
 thousand Mormons, as Smith’s followers were dubbed, and 
thousands more the next. 

It was not hard to accept the belief that the Indians were 
descendants of the lost tribes of Israel. Since Columbus, 
many people, including the Puritans, believed it. (Thomas 
Jefferson instructed Lewis and Clark to determine if any 
Indian religious ceremonies resembled Jewish services.) 
Nor did the magical aspects of Smith’s teaching put off the 
impoverished and superstitious people of the burned-over 
district. Josiah Quincy Jr., an educated New Englander, de-
scribed the early Mormons as “feeble or confused souls who 
are looking for guidance.” The Quaker poet, John Greenleaf 
Whittier, was kinder. He wrote that the Mormons “speak a 
language of hope and promise to weak, heavy hearts, tossed 
and troubled, who have wandered from sect to sect, seeking 
in vain for the primal manifestation of divine power.”

A Singular Man
The Book was not, like the Bible for evangelical Protestants, 
the sole source of God’s word and a comprehensive guide 
to right living and salvation; it was a story. God’s teachings, 
the Mormons believed, were revealed directly to Joseph 
Smith. Between 1830 and 1834, Smith had more than 100 
 revelations. 

At the start, Mormonism looked like another variant of 
evangelical Protestantism. However, Smith’s revelations car-
ried the Mormons far beyond the boundaries of Christian-
ity. His doctrine of “proxy baptism,” for example—Mormons 
saving those who had lived before Smith’s revelations by 
being baptized in their place—was an original idea. “Plural 
marriage,” polygamy, a revelation Smith shared with only a 
few close associates and the ladies he secretly “wed”, was a 
practice long forbidden by Christians.

And yet, the Mormons followed Smith into this strange 
territory. He was so extraordinarily charismatic, and the 
comforts of belonging to the tight-knit Mormon community 
were so reassuring that the Church grew steadily despite ha-
rassment by gentiles (as Mormons called nonbelievers) and 
Mormons whom Smith alienated. 

Palmyra was so hostile that the Mormons moved to 
 Kirtland, Ohio. There Smith founded a bank with freely given 
capital and was prospering when the bank failed in the Panic 
of 1837. Smith was accused of stealing from it, then accused 
of adultery, which was a criminal offense in Ohio. Hurriedly, 
he went to western Missouri where a number of  Mormons 
had already settled. There the hostility was more than verbal. 
Hard-bitten frontier gentiles burned  Mormon houses and 
shops and killed several. The Mormons responded in kind. 
There were plenty of thugs among them willing to do what-
ever Joseph Smith asked. But the Mormons were outgunned 
and moved yet again.

Jehovah’s Witnesses
The Jehovah’s Witnesses were an offshoot of the Millerites. 
Like the Adventists, they looked (and look) forward to the 
end of the world.  Their founder, Charles Taze Russell, was a 
denomination hopper, in turn a Presbyterian, Congregationalist, 
and Adventist. He and his successors, claiming papal-like 
authority to explain the meaning of the scriptures, predicted the 
end of the world for 1878, then for 1881, 1914, 1925, and 1975. 
After the end, 144,000 of God’s elect will live in heaven; faithful 
Witnesses will dwell in a paradise on earth; everyone else will 
be destroyed.
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Nauvoo
They settled in Nauvoo, Illinois, on the banks of the 
 Mississippi. By 1844, it was the largest city in the state. Be-
cause Smith could deliver the votes of Nauvoo as a bloc, the 
Democrats and Whigs both vied for his favor. The legislature 
authorized him to organize the Nauvoo Legion. Offi cially, it 
was a unit of the state militia; in fact, it was Joseph Smith’s 
private army and was half the size of the United States army.

Again, however, Smith’s sexual appetites nearly destroyed 
him. He continued to contract plural marriages with women 
he found attractive; it was easy enough to send their husbands 
out of town on errands and at least one devoted  Mormon 
willingly married his teenage daughter to the “Prophet, Seer, 
and Revelator.” Smith’s wife, however, did not buy his plu-
ral marriage revelation and chased two of his wives down 
the street with a broom, which encouraged gossip. When an 
unwilling bride and her husband exposed Smith, a crowd of 
angry Mormons gathered outside his home. Smith denied he 
had committed adultery and denounced polygamy as a sin. A 
good many Mormons were unconvinced of his sincerity and 
left Nauvoo. But most remained.

Their collective wealth (few were rich individually), their 
undisguised dislike of outsiders, and fear of the Nauvoo 
 Legion had already aroused local gentiles when Smith let his 

power obliterate what little good judgment he possessed. In 
sermons reported in newspapers which anyone could read, 
he said such things as “I will consecrate the riches of the gen-
tiles unto my people which are the House of Israel.” Then, in 
1844, he declared that he was a candidate for the presidency 
of the United States. This inexplicably foolish decision put 
an end to his ability to play the state’s Whigs and Democrats 
against one another. When he sent a mob to destroy the 
office of a hostile newspaper, he was arrested and jailed in 
nearby Carthage. With the collusion of state militia assigned 
to guard him, he was murdered.

Utah: The Mormon Zion
Internal dissension might have split the Mormons into a 
number of small sects but for the emergence of Brigham 
Young, a leader as singular as Smith but, fortuitously, quite 
different. Smith was tall and good-looking; Young was short, 
stout, and homely. Where Smith occasionally hinted that 
he looked on his religion as a scam, Young was a true be-
liever. Most important, Smith’s brain swirled constantly with 
 nebulae; Brigham Young was a hard-headed and calculat-
ing realist. As head of the church for fourteen years, Smith 
had more than 100 divine revelations; in thirty-three years 
as his successor, Brigham Young had 1 and it had nothing 

Joseph Smith reviews the “Mormon Legion” at Nauvoo, Illinois. Smith’s militiamen were not quite the disciplined, spit-and-polish
parade ground soldiers depicted here. No state militia unit was. However, the Nauvoo Legion was the largest and best armed militia in 
Illinois; its unquestioning personal allegiance to Smith alarmed non-Mormons.
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to do with religion. It concerned the logistics of removing 
the Mormons from the United States to the Great Salt Lake 
Basin, then, nominally, in Mexican territory.

Young chose the desolate alkaline desert precisely because 
it was so forbidding a place that “no other well-informed 
people can covet its possession.” There, thanks to Mormon 
industriousness, Young supervised the construction of Salt 
Lake City’s broad avenues and blooming gardens, nourished 
by irrigation ditches that brought water from the Wasatch 
Mountains. Within a few years more than 10,000 people 
lived in what is now northern Utah. Mormon missionar-
ies provided a constant influx of converts, especially from 
 Britain and Scandinavia.

The Latter-Day Saints did not, however, escape from 
the United States. Even while Salt Lake City was being sur-
veyed, the American victory in the Mexican War brought the 
 Mormon Zion into the United States. But Young handled 
threats from the federal government, including military in-
tervention, with a shrewdness of which Joseph Smith would 
not have been capable. Later, when President Abraham 
 Lincoln was asked why he did not assert more federal au-
thority in Utah, he recalled how, when clearing land, settlers 
ran across a log that was too hard to split, too wet to burn, 
and too heavy to move, they plowed around it.

Oneida
John Humphrey Noyes was a theology student in 1831 when 
he was converted at a revival. A few years later, he broke with 
mainstream evangelicalism almost as radically as Joseph 

Smith did. That is, most evangelicals believed that they were 
preparing for the millennium, the second coming of Christ. 
Noyes was a “post-millennialist.” He said that the millen-
nium had come and gone in a.d. 70 Therefore, it was possi-
ble—indeed, it was a Christian’s right and duty—to approxi-
mate on earth what life was like for those already in heaven.  
There was no sin in heaven so Noyes proclaimed that he was 
sinless—perfect—and that everyone could be. He attracted 
some followers—few if any preachers of the day failed to at-
tract some followers—whom Noyes called “perfectionists.”

Like the Shakers, a religious sect that had founded about 
twenty utopian communities from Maine to Kentucky, the 
perfectionists withdrew to a farm on the outskirts of Putney, 
Vermont, where, as in heaven, there was no private property. 
Everything was owned in common; everyone shared equally in 
the labor of maintaining the place. Newcomers were welcome, 
but they were carefully screened to keep out freeloaders.

Where the Shakers resolved the problems of marriage 
and sex by forbidding both—everyone was celibate—Noyes 
 determined that there was no monogamous marriage, itself a 
form of exploitation, in heaven. At Putney, all men were mar-
ried to all women. If a man and woman chose to have sexual 
relations for pleasure, they were free to do so. Noyes called 
this “complex marriage.”

When Noyes was arrested for adultery, he and his follow-
ers moved to Oneida, New York. Like the Shakers (and  unlike 
other utopians), the perfectionists prospered. They manu-
factured an improved trap for fur trappers; when the fur 
trade declined, they turned to making silverware. Oneida’s 
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American Utopias 
Poets Samuel Taylor Coleridge and 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe both 
considered emigrating to the United 
States to live in one of the many utopian 
communities that bloomed during the 
early nineteenth century. Robert Owen, 
a Scottish manufacturer famous for his 
concern for the welfare of his employees, 
founded New Harmony in Indiana in 1825. 
Owen believed that private property and 
acquisitiveness were at the root of social 
ills, a view other utopians shared. If 
property were held in common, life need 
not consist of drudgery but be morally 
and intellectually fulfilling. Unfortunately, 
New Harmony attracted too many 
parasites who avoided doing their share 
of the labor. Believing deeply in the 
goodness of human nature, Owen was 
incapable of throwing the freeloaders out. 
In 1827, somewhat poorer, he returned to 
Scotland. 

Another star-crossed utopia was 
Fruitlands in Massachusetts. It was the 
brainstorm of Bronson Alcott, best-known 
today as the father of the author Louisa 
May Alcott. He, like many other intellectuals, 
did not cope well with workaday life. He 
inaugurated Fruitlands by planting several 
apple tree seedlings within a few feet of 
the front door, dropped his shovel, and 
returned to his meditations, ramblings, 
and long conversations with everyone 
he met.

Brook Farm in Massachusetts was 
founded by some of the less productive 
members of New England’s literary elite. 
Like several other utopias, Brook Farm 
was based on the speculations of a 
French writer, Charles Fourier, but 
stopped short of adopting Fourier’s kinky 
sexual prescriptions. (He approved of all 
sexual practices, including homosexuality 
and sado-masochism, which he called 
“amorous mania.”) 

The most successful utopians were 
the Shakers who had about twenty tidy 
and prosperous communities going 
by the 1830s. Shakers were celibate; 
they believed that there was no need 
to perpetuate the human race by the 
disgusting means required.  Men and 
women lived separately, coming together 
for meals, conversation, and religious 
services that included dancing (in men’s 
lines and women’s lines, not in couples). 
Their gyrations when they danced were 
the source of the name “Shakers.”

Unlike other utopians, the Shakers 
were popular. Celibacy was peculiar, 
but it offended no one. Unlike the 
Mormons, the Shakers were hospitable 
to outsiders. And they performed a 
valuable social service. They took in 
and raised orphaned children, giving 
them the choice when they reached 
adulthood to remain as a Shaker or to 
return to “the world.”
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population rose to 300 people who, thanks to Noyes’s watch-
ful eye, were industrious and productive. Again, however, the 
Oneida community’s neighbors were outraged by its sexual 
practices. Noyes was tipped off that he was going to be ar-
rested for statutory rape. He fled to Canada and, chastened 
by his humiliation—he was an old man—he instructed the 
perfectionists to abandon complex marriage. They did so 
and, in 1881, divided up the real estate at Oneida into private 
homes and reorganized the profitable silverware business as 
a corporation in which the former communists (a name they 
themselves used) held stock.

Spiritualism
Margaret Fox, age 15 in 1848, and her sister Kate, 12, were 
“strange” girls (although that word may not have been em-
ployed loosely in their home town of Hydesville, New York, 
in the heart of the burned-over district). They told neighbors 
that they were communicating with the ghost of a man who 
had been murdered and buried in the house in which they 
were living.

For a fee, they began to host séances for people who wanted 
to contact dead relatives. In a darkened room, clients asked 
yes-or-no questions which were answered by eerie rappings, 
one rap for yes, two for no. When anxious men and women 
from miles around began coming to Hydesville, the Fox girls 
became famous, interviewed and written up by newspaper 
reporters. In 1851, they moved to New York City where the 
eccentric editor, Horace Greeley, endorsed them and pro-
vided lodgings. Their popularity was apparently  unabated 
when a medical school in Buffalo declared that one or both 
of the girls had trick knees or ankles and created the rap-
pings by dislocating them. Instead, their séances became 
more elaborate with levitating tables and messages from the 
dead written on slates.

Mediums—mediating between the living and the dead—
popped up all over the country. After the Civil War, with so 
many parents and wives mourning dead sons and husbands, 
spiritualism was organized as a church with regular services. 
In 1888, Margaret Fox told the New York World that the 
whole thing was a fraud, that the sisters had indeed made the 
rapping sounds by snapping abnormal joints in their legs. 
She almost immediately recanted, saying that she had lied 
to the World to earn a $1,500 fee. The spiritualists refused 
to repudiate the Fox sisters and maintain their graves to this 
day at a town in southwestern New York where one must be 
a spiritualist in order to reside.

EVANGELICAL REFORM
The evangelicals’ war against sin was fought in society as well 
as within souls. The era of the Second Great Awakening was 
not only a time of increased church going and new religious 
denominations, but also America’s fi rst great era of social re-
form. Reform societies proliferated as rapidly as religions.

Some evangelical reformers called on society to reform 
itself. Others mobilized the fortunate to attend to the needs 

of the disabled, the misguided, and the oppressed. Thomas 
Gallaudet, for example, was troubled by Americans’ indiffer-
ence to the deaf. Deafness was not simply a personal mis-
fortune, he said; the unique isolation the deaf suffered was 
a social evil to be remedied. Gallaudet was disgusted when 
he learned that some Britons who had developed techniques 
for teaching lipreading and sign language to the deaf viewed 
their knowledge as a means of making money to be guarded 
as a trade secret. He pieced together his own method and, in 
1817, founded the American Asylum, a free school for the 
deaf in Hartford, Connecticut. Gallaudet shared his tech-
niques with anyone interested in doing the same work.

Samuel Gridley Howe dramatized his success in educat-
ing the severely disabled by touring the country with a girl, 
Laura Bridgman, who was both deaf and blind. Howe had es-
tablished communication with her, laying to rest the univer-
sal assumption that nothing could be done for such people 
but to see that they were fed.

Prisons
Prisons attracted evangelicals because its residents were, 
by defi nition, sinners to be saved. Penitentiaries and long 
prison terms were fairly new institutions in the early 1800s. 
Previously, the most serious crimes were punished by hang-
ing; there were as many as sixteen capital offenses in some 

The whipping post at New Castle, Delaware. Corporal punishments of 
offenders, including executions, were public in most states during the 
antebellum period. Delaware was the last state—by many decades—to 
employ the whipping post. Wife beaters were flogged as late as the 
1950s, although not in public.
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states. Other felonies merited a fl ogging or physical mutila-
tion. Thomas Jefferson advocated the castration of rapists 
and homosexuals, and boring a half-inch hole through the 
noses of lesbians. In Massachusetts until 1805, counterfeit-
ers, arsonists, and wife beaters were whipped and had their 
ears cropped or their cheeks branded with a hot iron so that 
they could be identifi ed at sight.

Influenced by an Italian criminologist, Cesare Beccaria, 
most states reduced the number of capital offenses, abol-
ished mutilation as a punishment, and reduced the use of 
whipping. They turned to prison terms to punish criminals 
and to protect society from them. Conditions of confinement 
were execrable. Connecticut’s state prison was an abandoned 
mine shaft.

Evangelicals introduced the idea of the prison as a correc-
tional institution, a place for moral and social rehabilitation 
as well as for punishment. Theories as to how best to reform 
convicts varied. The “Pennsylvania System” kept every pris-
oner in solitary confinement day and night except when a 
minister came to call. The idea was that, with this guidance 
and plenty of time on their hands, inmates would meditate 
on their sins, pray, and leave the prison saved. The flaws in 
the Pennsylvania System were apparent immediately: In-
dividual cells, no matter how tiny, with guards delivering 
meals, were extremely expensive. And total isolation resulted 
in a lot of mental breakdowns. The “Auburn System,” evolved 
in New York, addressed these problems by marching prison-
ers to workrooms and the dining hall several times a day. 
Conversation was forbidden, not for evangelical reasons but 
to ensure order.

Dorothea Dix
The severely insane were housed in prisons separate from 
convicts but with dangerous lunatics bunched together with 
harmless idiots. In 1841, Dorothea Dix, a Massachusetts 
schoolteacher, visited the Cambridge House of Correction 
where the room for the insane was unheated even in the New 
England winter. At the age of 39, Dix’s shy and retiring per-
sonality was transformed by the experience. From living the 
sheltered life of a middle-class spinster, she became an ag-
gressive and eloquent reformer.

In 1843, Dix scolded the Massachusetts legislature for 
housing the helpless insane “in cages, closets, cellars, stalls, 
pens!” where they were “chained, naked, beaten with rods, and 
lashed into obedience.” Her revelations of the state’s sin, for 
that is how she viewed it, spurred the legislators to immedi-
ate action. They constructed a state asylum where the insane 
were cared for physically and morally. Dix then carried her 
message throughout the nation. She persuaded Congress to 
establish St. Elizabeth’s Hospital for the Insane in  Washington 
and fifteen states to build humane asylums.

Blue Hawai’i
The most far-reaching evangelical project was the mission 
to rescue the people of the Hawai’ian islands, almost half-
way around the world. Hawai’i was unknown to the outside 
world until 1778. Once discovered, the islands became an 

irresistible attraction to New England whalers. They needed 
up to two years to fi ll their holds with whale oil, and they 
had hunted out the Atlantic. Without Hawai’i, there would 
have been no whaling in the Pacifi c because the islands sit 
quite alone in the middle of the ocean far from any other 
landmass. There alone could whalers refi t their battered 
vessels, recover their health, take on provisions, and hire 
“Kanakas” (as Hawai’ians were called) to replace crewmen 
who had died. 

Hawai’i’s isolation also meant that the native Polyne-
sians lacked immunities to virtually every infectious disease 
known in America and Europe. Between 1778 and 1804, the 
population of the islands was halved, from about 300,000 
to 150,000. Hawai’ian culture was devastated by the demo-
graphic disaster, the introduction of western goods which 
were traded for the provisions, and alcohol and the other de-
baucheries introduced by the whalers.

Missionaries
In 1819, a young Hawai’ian who worked his way to New 
England aboard a whaling ship told the students of Andover 
Theological Seminary of the harm done to his homeland 
by Americans. The evangelical students were galvanized by 
the opportunity to set right the sins of their own country-
men. The next year, well fi nanced by willing contributors, 
several newly ordained ministers and their wives and sisters 
shipped out to the islands. Their letters home, widely pub-
lished in newspapers, encouraged others to follow by the 
dozens each year.

Like John Eliot, “the Apostle to the Indians,” two centu-
ries earlier, many missionaries failed to distinguish between 
religious essentials and morally neutral customs. They in-
sisted that Hawai’ians adopt proper New England clothing 
and manners as well as the gospel. The best known example 
of their tunnel vision was their insistence that Christian 
Hawai’ian girls cover their breasts and legs in full-length 
“Mother Hubbard” dresses that were ill-suited to Hawai’i’s 
warm, humid climate.

On balance, however, the evangelical missions were ben-
eficial to the native population. The missionaries, a large 
majority of them women, fought against the depredations of 
visiting seamen and founded hospitals and schools. As early 
as 1830, missionary schools enrolled 52,000 Hawai’ians, 40 
percent of the population. In addition to proper religion, 
they taught other subjects in the Hawai’ian language, which 
a missionary put into writing.

Demon Rum
Americans were heavy drinkers. Per capita consumption of 
alcohol peaked in the 1820s at more than 7.5 gallons of alco-
hol a year for each American man, woman, and child. And, 
compared to today, little of it was ingested in beer, ale, and 
wine. Rum was an everyday beverage in New England. Else-
where, the daily tonic was whiskey.

Drunkenness was considered sinful, of course. But there was 
more. Even before 1800, Dr. Benjamin Rush of  Philadelphia 
described the physically destructive effects of excessive drinking. 
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Secular Sensations

Americans who were not evangelicals tended to look on 
religious enthusiasm with scorn or amusement. Unitar-
ians, Episcopalians, many Presbyterians, Congregational-
ists, and those who attended no church were put off by 
theatrical preaching and busybodies attempting to bring 
everyone to their truth. And yet, many of the nation’s most 
stolid citizens had great awakenings of their own during 
the 1830s and 1840s. Their enthusiasms, however, were for 
new ideas that were (so they believed) scientific.

Hydropathy—the “water cure”—was one such mania. 
The belief that certain mineral springs—usually hot 
springs—had curative properties was ancient. The 
 nineteenth-century twist on “taking the waters” originated 
during the 1820s when an Austrian, Vincent Priessnitz of 
Grefenburg, observed a deer heal a bullet wound quickly by 
bathing in a spring-fed pool in the forest. When Priessnitz 
broke his own rib, he bound the injury with cold wet com-
presses and had the same results. 

News of his success got around and, after an ailing count-
ess visited Grefenburg and was cured, the news got around in 
the right circles. In 1839 Priessnitz hosted 1,700 paying pa-
tients in a hotel he had built. He boasted that among his cli-
ents were an archduchess and a hundred odd countesses and 
barons. Already accustomed to vacationing with their own 
kind at ancient hot springs like the original Spa (Belgium), 
Vichy (France), Marienburg (Czech Republic), and Bath 
(England), European nobles saw to it that Priessnitz’s hydro-
pathic treatments be added to the amenities there. Priessnitz 
made no claims for the unique qualities of the water he used, 
and he was a cold water man. His scientific explanation of 
hydrotherapy was that pure water applied to the body was 
exchanged in the bloodstream for the impure water than was 
causing the illness or pain. It could be done anywhere.

A few American spas—Saratoga Springs, New York; 
White Sulphur Springs, Virginia (now West Virginia); and 
Warm Springs, Georgia—added hydrotherapy clinics. How-
ever, visiting such places was too expensive for all but the 
wealthy. So, disciples of Priessnitz opened clinics in cities 
for the commuter trade and “economy” hydropathy  hotels 
in converted farmhouses. Guests chose among the “rub-
bing wet sheet bath,” a “sponge bath,” an “affusion bath,” a 
“plunge bath,” a “wave bath,” a “half bath,” a “nasal bath,” 
or to stand under a stream of water an inch in diameter 
dropped on them from ten to twenty feet above them. There 
were no race tracks at the hardcore hydropathy resorts, no 
casinos, ballrooms, broad verandahs, no French chefs. In-
deed, photographs of them show buildings and grounds so 
dismal that (unless the water cure actually worked!) patrons 
must have departed in a profound depression.

Far more popular than hydropathy was phrenology, “the 
only true science of the mind.” A German, Franz Josef Gall, 
hatched his theory in his imagination, but he explained 
it in scientific terms: mental processes were  material, not 

spiritual phenomena; the mind was not unitary but made 
up of thirty-seven “brain organs”, such as benevolence, 
amativeness, combativeness, cautiousness, destructive-
ness. Because the shape of the brain determined the shape 
of the cranium, an individual’s character and potential 
could be determined by touch, a phrenologist feeling the 
skull—“bumps” in the skull—and determining which, in 
each individual, were well developed.

Gall and an associate, Johann Gaspar Spurzheim, 
toured Europe, lecturing and, for a modest fee, fondling 
skulls. They had a falling out when Spurzheim, obviously 
the better marketer, wanted to play down their negative 
findings and even eliminate other bump sites from the 
phrenological chart (such as “likelihood to commit mur-
der”). Spurzheim came to the United States but died soon 
after arriving. Two brothers, Orson Fowler and Lorenzo 
Fowler, picked up the fallen standard and opened an of-
fice in New York City where a walk-in could, for $3, buy a 
lengthy handwritten analysis of his character and talents 
or, for a dollar, get a quickie—an oral report.

The Fowlers were tireless propagandists. Their publica-
tions covered most of the bases: mesmerism, hydropathy, 
and temperance as well as phrenology. Their American Phre-
nological Journal was published for seventy-three years. They 
lectured endlessly and profitably: a twenty-lecture course in 
Philadelphia for a class of 500; forty lectures in Boston for 
audiences of up to 3,000. They knew how to please a crowd. 
Lorenzo inaugurated his lectures in Boston by exclaiming “my 
eyes never rested on such a collection of excellent brains . . . 
big headed, moral, intellectual and energetic.” 

Flattery got them everywhere. Among the tens of thou-
sands of ordinary Americans they phrenologized were 
Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story, dozens of senators, 
President John Tyler, and future presidents U.S. Grant and 
James Garfield; celebrated ministers Lyman Beecher and 
Henry Ward Beecher; banker Nicholas Biddle (an early 
convert); educator Horace Mann (a fanatical disciple); 
feminist Susan B. Anthony; the father of Mormonism, 
 Joseph Smith Jr. (who published his report); and the then 
unknown but soon to be notorious John Brown.

Editor Horace Greeley wrote in the New York Tribune
that railroad companies could cut down on accidents if 
would-be locomotive engineers were phrenologized be-
fore they were hired. Many an ambitious young man in-
cluded a phrenologist’s report in his job applications.

Not everyone was carried away by the mania. At the 
height of the craze, John Quincy Adams wondered how 
two phrenologists could look one another in the face with-
out bursting into laughter. The popularity of phrenology 
declined after the Civil War—or rather, evolved into side-
show entertainment—not because it was refuted scientifi-
cally. It never had a scientific basis. It died because, as with 
religious enthusiasms, the novelty wore off.

How They Lived



With the blossoming of the evangelical spirit, anti-alcohol 
reformers added two more arrows to the quiver.

First, they published statistics showing that a substan-
tial number of crimes were committed by people who were 
drunk. Second, they drew a connection between poverty 
and drinking. Some said that the miseries of poverty led to 
drunkenness. Others believed that drink was a major cause 
of poverty.

In either case, it was an evil to be attacked. By 1835, there 
were 5,000 temperance societies in the United States with a 
membership of more than a million. In 1840, six reformed 
sots founded a national organization, the Washington Tem-
perance Society. Two years later, a more militant associa-
tion, the Sons of Temperance, began to promote sobriety 
as a basic religious duty. One of the Sons’ most effective 
lecturers was John B. Gough, an ex-drunk who rallied audi-
ences with the lurid language of the camp meeting revival-
ist: “Crawl from the slimy ooze, ye drowned drunkards, and 
with suffocation’s blue and livid lips speak out against the 
drink.” 

In 1845, New York state enacted an emphatically democratic 
anti-liquor law. It authorized local governments to forbid the 
sale of alcohol within their jurisdictions. Within a few years, 
five-sixths of the state was “dry.” In 1846, the state of Maine, 
led by Neal Dow, a Portland businessman, adopted the first 
statewide prohibition law. By 1860, thirteen states had followed 
suit. But alcohol was too ingrained in the culture to be abol-
ished by ordinance. Prohibition laws were flagrantly violated 
and, by 1868, they were repealed in every state but Maine.

A Woman’s World
More women than men experienced evangelical conversions. 
Women were a majority of church members in the evangeli-
cal denominations (and others too). Evangelical women were 
the backbone of the temperance movement. The sisters and 
wives of the New England ministers who went to Hawai’i 
outnumbered the male missionaries and were the secret of 
their success.

The prominence of New England women in evangelical 
reform movements owes in part to the fact that there was a 
surplus of women in the Northeast. Opportunities out west 
drained away so many unmarried young men that, great as 
the pressure on young women to marry and have children 
was, there were simply not enough husbands to go around. 
In Catholic countries, single women became nuns. In New 
England, a good many single women channeled their ener-
gies into church work and reform.

Many women who were devoting their lives to the im-
provement of others sooner or later paused to reflect on and 
discuss the disabilities society imposed on them because 
they were female. They were the workhorses of every  reform 

The Pledge
Temperance was an evangelical Protestant movement, but 
not exclusively. In 1840, an Irish priest, Theobald Mathew of 
the Teetotal Abstinence Society, toured the United States 
and administered “The Pledge” to, he claimed, half a million 
Irish Catholics. The “pledge” was never to touch another 
drop of liquor. It is not known how many kept their promises. 
It is, however, safe to say that Father Mathew’s campaign 
did not perceptibly alter the popular stereotype of Irish 
Americans as hard drinkers.

Prohibition
Temperance reformers quarreled and parted ways as pro-
miscuously as drunks and churches did. One cleavage ran 
between advocates of moderation in the use of alcohol and 
complete abstainers. The former argued that drunkenness 
was the evil, not alcohol itself. They saw no harm in the 
occasional sip of wine or restorative dram. The abstainers, 
observing that alcohol was addictive, concluded that it was 
inherently sinful. Moderation was asking for trouble. It was 
necessary to swear off drink “Tee-totally.”

The teetotalers divided between “moral suasionists” who 
said abstinence was an individual responsibility and “legal 
suasionists” who called for the prohibition of the manufac-
ture and sale of liquor. People would be prevented from sin-
ning. In 1838, Massachusetts experimented with a law de-
signed to reduce alcohol consumption among the poor, who 
were its most obvious victims. The “Fifteen Gallon Law” pro-
hibited the sale of whiskey or rum in quantities smaller than 
fifteen gallons. The democratic temper of age ran against any 
law privileging the rich. The Fifteen Gallon Law was repealed 
within two years.

Temperance society propaganda: a reformed drunkard, impoverished, 
no doubt, because of “demon rum,” commits himself to abstinence 
while his wife thanks God for the grace that made his conversion 
possible. Middle-class women were the backbone of evangelical reform 
movements. The one reform for which poor women could be grateful 
was temperance for they and their children were the chief victims of 
drunken husbands.
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movement but, with a few remarkable exceptions like 
 Dorothea Dix, they were subject to men within reform so-
cieties. In 1839, they organized the American Female Moral 
Reform Society so that, in at least one organization, women 
would make policy. The next year, several women who were 
to become the founding mothers of American feminism were 
set on that path when, having accompanied their husbands 
to an international antislavery conference in London, they 
were denied admission because of their sex.

Seneca Falls
In the summer of 1848, a small group of women (and a few 
men) called for a convention at Seneca Falls, New York, to 
consider a “Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions” they 
had drafted. It was a deadly serious parody of the Declara-
tion of Independence:

When in the course of human events it becomes necessary 
for one portion of the family of man to assume among the 
people of the earth a position different from that which 
they have hitherto occupied, but one to which the laws 
of nature and nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect 
to the opinions of mankind requires that they should de-
clare the causes that impel them to such a course. . . .

The injustices suffered by women that they listed included 
the denial of the right to vote even when it was extended to 
“the most ignorant and degraded men”; the forfeiture by a 
married woman of control over her own property; a hus-
band’s considerable authority over his wife, which “made 
her, morally, an irresponsible being”; and the exclusion of 
women from the professions and other gainful employment. 
The organizers of the Seneca Falls convention and those who 
attended were Quakers or members of evangelical churches. 
Most were already active in other reform movements. 

The Declaration was signed by only sixty-eight women 
and thirty-two men. However, in questioning almost uni-
versally held assumptions about women’s place in society, 
the convention was discussed avidly in newspapers. Lucretia 
Coffin Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, two of the orga-
nizers, continued to play an important part in the fight for 
women’s rights for a generation. Among the attendees was 
Amelia Jenks Bloomer, a temperance reformer who was soon 
famous as the advocate of a new kind of dress for women 
that bore her name.

Evangelical reformers were generally (but not unani-
mously) sympathetic to the cause of women’s rights. How-
ever, they almost unanimously urged feminists like Mott, 
Stanton, and Susan B. Anthony, a Quaker schoolteacher who 
soon became Stanton’s lifelong collaborator, to defer their 
campaign until the most important evangelical reform had 
succeeded. This was the abolition of slavery, a cause entering 
its final phase when the Seneca Falls convention was called. 

“I do not see how anyone can pretend that there is the 
same urgency,” the African American abolitionist Frederick 
Douglass, said, “in giving the ballot to the woman as freedom 
to the Negro.” Stanton, Mott, and Anthony, who had been 
abolitionists before they were feminists, reluctantly agreed.

THE ABOLITIONISTS
The fi rst abolitionists were Quakers. Anthony Benezet of 
Philadelphia, a teacher of African American children, con-
demned slavery as evil around 1750. About the same time, 
John Woolman of New Jersey told his Meeting that those 
Friends who owned slaves were sinning. Woolman made a 
career of visiting Quaker Meetings throughout Pennsylvania 
and the upper South with the same message. He admonished 
the slave-owning Quakers who put him up to free their slaves 
at once. A Philadelphia Quaker, Isaac Harris (after a solid 
Quaker antislavery vote had been the key to abolishing slav-
ery in Pennsylvania) assisted runaway slaves from Maryland 
and Virginia in winning permanent freedom in court. By 
1800, few if any Quakers in good standing still owned slaves. 

Gentle Persuaders
Benezet and Woolman were concerned almost exclusively 
with fellow Quakers. When Isaac Harris could not win a fu-
gitive slave’s freedom legally, he took them to Quaker farmers 
outside Philadelphia to conceal them. The Quakers were em-
phatically not evangelical. They did not attempt to convert 
others to their faith. A runaway slave who, for more than a 
year, fl ed from one Quaker household to another, marveled 
that no one said a word to him about joining the Society of 
Friends. Only after they observed and were infl uenced by the 
crusading activism of evangelical abolitionists did Quakers 
cooperate and even take the lead on the movement to end 
slavery throughout the United States.

Benjamin Lundy was a key figure in the transformation. A 
Quaker born in New Jersey, he was inspired to devote his life 
to fighting slavery after witnessing outside his workshop in 
the South the ugliest face of the institution, the business of 
buying and selling slaves. He described “droves of a dozen to 
twenty ragged men, chained together and driven through the 
streets, bareheaded and barefooted, through mud and snow, 
by the remorseless sellers with horsewhips and bludgeons in 
their hands.”

Lundy founded one of the first abolitionist organizations 
in Baltimore in 1815 and, in 1821, began publishing one 
of the first abolitionist newspapers, The Genius of Eman-
cipation. He carried his message personally through Ohio, 
Pennsylvania, Kentucky, Virginia, and Maryland—walking! 
On one trip, he covered 700 miles. His life was threatened 
in Kentucky and he was beaten senseless on the streets of 
Baltimore.

But he retained his Quaker belief in nonviolence and 
brotherly love. He aimed at persuading slave owners of their 
erring ways, not vilifying them as personally evil. When, 
during one of his absences, a young man he had taken on at 
The Genius of Emancipation, William Lloyd Garrison, wrote 
and published an intemperate article, Lundy suggested that 
Garrison resign.

Lundy also differed from evangelical militants like 
 Garrison in his belief that abolitionists had to concern 
themselves with the fact that the immediate abolition of 
slavery in a state would result in serious economic and  social 



problems. For this reason, he advocated gradual emanci-
pation programs such as those that had worked so well in 
Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Quite aware of the racism of 
most white people, he looked for places to which emanci-
pated blacks could move. He twice went to Haiti and once 
to Mexico looking for such a refuge.

By the late 1820s, evangelical abolitionism was a national 
phenomenon of which anyone who read a newspaper was 
aware. In 1829, an African American cloth dealer in  Boston, 
David Walker, published a pamphlet called The Appeal.
Walker reviewed the arguments about the immorality and 
injustice of slavery and described instances of cruelty slaves 
suffered. Walker then concluded that if whites did not abolish 
slavery, black people had a moral right—a moral duty—to 
rise up and destroy slavery violently. Walker was an evangeli-
cal; he backed up almost every point he made, including his 
call for violence, with quotations from the Bible.

William Lloyd Garrison
William Lloyd Garrison, who moved to Boston after leaving 
Lundy, rejected Walker’s call to arms. Among the many evan-
gelical causes Garrison advocated (just about all of them), 
he was a pacifi st. He had no trouble, however, with Walker’s 
sometimes intemperate language. Indeed, in The Liberator,
the antislavery newspaper Garrison founded in 1831, his 
rhetoric was incendiary and personal as often as not. In the 
fi rst issue of the paper, Garrison wrote: 

I am aware that many object to the severity of my language; 
but is there not cause for severity? I will be as harsh as truth, 
and as uncompromising as justice. On this subject I do not 
wish to think, or speak, or write, with moderation. No! No! 
Tell a man whose house is on fire to give a moderate alarm; 
tell him to moderately rescue his wife from the hands of 
the ravisher; tell the mother to gradually extricate her babe 
from the fire into which it has fallen;—but urge me not to 
use moderation in a cause like the present.

Garrison described the slave-owner’s life as “one of un-
bridled lust, of filthy amalgamation, of swaggering bragga-
docio, of haughty domination, of cowardly ruffianism, of 

Garrison on the Constitution
William Lloyd Garrison’s opinion of the Constitution was less 
than patriotic. He called it “a covenant with death and an 
agreement with hell” because it sanctioned slavery.

Garrison did not hesitate to oversimplify and overstate in the 
cause. “A sacred compact, forsooth!” he wrote in The Liberator,
“We pronounce it the most heaven-daring arrangement ever 
made for the continuance and protection of a system of the 
most atrocious villainy ever exhibited on earth.”

David Walker’s Appeal
Antislavery Unitarians and Univeralists were also inclined 
to be moderate and conciliatory. William Ellery Channing 
told southerners, “We consider slavery your calamity and not 
your curse.” 

Not so the evangelicals. To them, slavery was the most hor-
rid of sins and slaveowners were sinners. It was a simple as 
that. Slavery must, like all sins, be ended. Those who con-
tinued to sin and those who defended them were enemies 
to be battled and vanquished. The economic disruption 
and interracial violence likely to follow emancipation were 
 regrettable, but slavery and slave owners were responsible for 
what happened, not abolitionists.

The masthead of William Lloyd Garrison’s The Liberator when it first appeared in 1831. It was a weekly and the most uncompromising 
of the many abolitionist newspapers.  Garrison’s writings were often intemperate, for which he made no apologies: slavery was sinful; 
God had not admonished Christians to be well mannered in confronting sin. Many abolitionists disapproved of Garrison’s rhetoric, but 
The Liberator had many readers, perhaps in part because Garrison published sensational accounts of cruelty to slaves that others 
considered indelicate.
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boundless dissipation, of matchless insolence, of infinite self-
conceit, of unequaled oppression, of more than savage cruelty.”

Garrison was never a “popular” man. Even in Boston, a 
center of antislavery sentiment, he was hooted and pelted 
with stones when he spoke in public. On one occasion, a mob 
threw a noose around his neck and dragged him through the 
streets. They might have hanged him had a group of aboli-
tionist women not stunned the mob by wading into it and 
rescuing him. (Garrison was also a supporter of women’s 
rights.)

Orators, Financiers, and Politicians
In 1833, with Garrison the prime mover, the American Anti-
Slavery Society was organized. Its statement of purpose re-
fl ected Garrison’s radicalism. However, abolitionists who 
differed from Garrison on one issue or another fl ocked to 
it. By 1835, there were more than 600 local chapters, by 1838 
more than 1,300 and 250,000 members.

The Society funded speaking tours by dozens of abolition-
ists. Among the most popular was Wendell Phillips who, like 
Garrison, cursed the Constitution because it sanctioned slav-
ery. A well-to-do Boston lawyer, Phillips forbade sugar and 
cotton clothing in his home because they were made from 
crops grown by slave labor.

An even more eloquent speaker than Phillips was  Theodore 
Dwight Weld, “as eloquent as an angel and as powerful as 
thunder.” He was equally persuasive in person. Weld con-
vinced two brothers, wealthy merchants Arthur and Lewis 
Tappan, to devote large chunks of their fortunes to the Anti-
Slavery Society; Kenyon and Oberlin, abolitionist colleges in 
Ohio; and the “Underground Railroad,” an informal series of 
networks that aided runaway slaves. 

Weld was also influential in making an antislavery activist 
of James G. Birney who had destroyed a promising political 
career in both Kentucky and Alabama by proposing legis-
lation that regulated the buying and selling of slaves, per-
haps to lay groundwork for eventual abolition. Birney came 
from a family that had not been entirely comfortable own-
ing slaves. (An aunt insisted on paying wages to hers.) But, 
Birney included, they did not manumit them, classic exem-
plars of slave owners who, whatever their moral principles, 
understood what made them rich.  In 1840 and 1844, Birney 
ran for president as the candidate of the abolitionist Liberty 
party. It was a bust; Birney won only 2 to 3 percent of the 
popular vote.

Weld’s wife, Angelina Grimké, and her sister Sarah also 
lectured against slavery. They too were southerners, from 
a distinguished, wealthy, and slave-owning South Carolina 
family. They had fled the state in fear of their lives because of 
their abolitionist views.

Black Abolitionists
The abolitionist movement owed a great deal to Garrison, 
Weld, and the Tappans. Its indispensable rank-and-fi le, how-
ever, was the free black community of the North. Although 

all but a few were poor, African Americans contributed a 
 disproportionate part of the money that fi nanced antislavery 
newspapers and sent antislavery lecturers on their tours.

Several prominent abolitionists were black. Sojourner 
Truth was the name adopted by Isabella Van Wagenen, a 
physical giant of a woman born a slave in New York in 1797. 
Freed in 1827, she worked as a domestic servant, was briefly 
a Millerite, then burst on the abolitionist scene as a popular 
orator. She was illiterate to the end—she died in 1893, age 96, 
but she transfixed audiences by accompanying her speeches 
with songs she had herself composed.

The most distinguished African American abolition-
ist was Frederick Douglass. Born a slave in Maryland, he 
escaped to Massachusetts, educated himseIf, and, in 1845, 
wrote his autobiography. As an indictment of slavery it was 
more  effective than Garrison’s journalism because Douglass 
had experienced slavery firsthand. When his book made him 
famous, his former master set out to re-enslave him and 
 Douglass fled to England. There, he furthered his education 

Southerners (and many northerners) accused abolitionists of inventing 
horrifying stories about the abuse of slaves. In fact, they did not have 
to resort to imagined cruelties. They proved it by taking men who 
had been viciously whipped on speaking tours or, if the victim was a 
fugitive, photographs like this one. 
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and earned enough money from writing and lecturing to pay 
his old master off. 

Mrs. Stowe and Uncle Tom
The single most effective abolitionist propaganda was a novel 
of 1852, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, or Life among the Lowly, written by 
Harriet Beecher Stowe, a member of a distinguished family. Not 
only did Stowe’s book sell an astonishing 300,000 copies within 
a year of publication (the equivalent of more than 3 million 
books today), but it was adapted into plays performed by pro-
fessional and amateur troupes in small towns and cities alike. 
So infl uential was Mrs. Stowe’s tale of Uncle Tom, a submissive 
and loyal old slave, that when Abraham Lincoln met her during 
the Civil War, he remarked, “So you are the little woman who 
wrote the book that made this great war.”

The underlying theme of Uncle Tom’s Cabin was that no 
matter how well intentioned an individual slave owner was, 

he cannot help but do wrong by living with an inherently 
evil institution. Uncle Tom’s first owner is the epitome of the 
kind, paternalistic planter. He genuinely loves Uncle Tom. 
Nevertheless, when financial troubles require him to raise 
money, he sells Tom. Heartbroken, he promises that, as soon 
as he is able, he will find Tom and buy him back. The point 
was: The noblest of white men sells the best of black men
when the law allows him to do so.

It was not this insight, however, that made Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin so popular. The book owed its success to the lurid 
cruelties that Tom witnesses and suffers. Mrs. Stowe herself 
thought that this was the book’s contribution. When south-
erners complained that she had distorted the realities of slave 
life, she responded in 1853 with A Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin,
which set out the documentary basis of her allegations in 
quotations from southern newspapers.
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The Peculiar 
Institution
Southern Slavery

Oppression has, at one stroke, deprived the descendants of the Africans of 
almost all the privileges of humanity. The Negro of the United States has lost all 
remembrance of his country; the language which his forefathers spoke is never 
heard around him; he abjured their religion and forgot their customs when he 
ceased to belong to Africa, without acquiring any European privileges. But he 
remains halfway between the two communities; sold by the one, repulsed by the 
other; finding not a spot in the universe to call by the name of country, except 
the faint image of a home which the shelter of his master’s roof affords.

—Alexis de Tocqueville

T
here were still slaves in New York and New  Jersey 
in 1830, people who had fallen through the cracks 
of those states’ gradual emancipation laws. (There 
would be a few elderly slaves in New Jersey at the 
outbreak of the Civil War in 1861.) As a going 

institution, however, slavery was a sectional institution, the 
South’s “peculiar institution,” when the evangelical aboli-
tionists burst on the national scene.

SOUTHERN ANTISLAVERY
The possibility of abolishing slavery was still openly dis-
cussed in the states of the upper South—Delaware,  Maryland, 
 Virginia, Kentucky. Economically, slave labor was no longer 
vital to prosperity there; in the eyes of many, it was a drag on 
the economy, tying up too much capital that would be far 
more productive if invested elsewhere. Manumissions were 
not as numerous as they had been. Since 1800, owners of 
slaves who were costing them money to feed and clothe could 
sell them profi tably “down the river,” down the  Mississippi, 
to the booming cotton lands of Louisiana,  Mississippi, 
 Alabama, and western Tennessee. 

Still, manumissions occasionally made the national news. 
A former Virginia governor, James Wood, took his slaves to 
Ohio, freed them, and set them up with small farms. The 

largest single manumission in American history—of about 
300 slaves—occurred as late as 1833 when the famous John 
Randolph of Roanoke died. He wrote in his will that “I give 
and bequeath my slaves their freedom, heartily regretting 
that I have ever been the owner of them.” Randolph also pro-
vided money so that his former slaves could get a fresh start 
in a free state.

Numbers and Race
Two great impediments stood in the way of southern whites 
who favored state emancipation by law: the sheer numbers 
of African Americans in the south and the virtually universal 
assumptions among whites that black people were, as a race, 
intellectually and morally inferior. 

It had been no problem, southerners pointed out, for the 
northern states to abolish slavery. The black population of 
the North was numerically insignificant. In 1830, there were 
125,000 African Americans in the northeastern states with 
a combined population of 5.54 million; blacks were 2 per-
cent of the whole. In the states of the old Northwest Territory 
there were 42,000 blacks among 1.6 million people, about 
the same percentage as back East.

So tiny a minority posed no threat to society. Blacks could 
be ignored, patronized or disdained, taken on as domestic 
servants, or shunted aside into their own  communities at the 
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edge of town, which was, indeed, the lot of African Ameri-
cans in the North.

In the South, however, African Americans were a substan-
tial proportion of the population: 2.16 million in 1830 along-
side 3.54 million whites or 38 percent. Slaves were nearly half 
the population of Virginia, more than half in Louisiana and 
in South Carolina—90 percent in the coastal districts! Even 
in Maryland and Kentucky in the upper South, blacks were a 
quarter of the population.

A South in which so many African Americans were free was 
unimaginable. It was not just the assumption that  African 
Americans could not successfully hold their own as farmers 
or in other occupations. It was the fact that struggling white 
farmers and shopkeepers would not tolerate competition 
from people whom so many of them had come to  despise 

Where Is Home?
In 1822, James Forten responded sarcastically to the American 
Colonization Society’s proposal that free blacks like him “return” 
to Africa: “My great-grandfather was brought to this country a 
slave from Africa. My grandfather obtained his own freedom. 
My father never wore the yoke. He rendered valuable service 
to his country in the war of our Revolution; and I, though then a 
boy, was a drummer in that war. I have since lived and labored 
in a useful employment, have acquired property, and have 
paid taxes. . . . Yet some ingenious gentlemen have recently 
discovered that I am still an African; that a continent three 
thousand miles away—and more—from the place where I 
was born is my native country.”

Monrovia (named for James Monroe) was built on a thinly inhabited stretch of coast beginning in 1822. This engraving shows the town about 1847 
when Liberia declared its independence of the American Colonization Society, which had managed the affairs of the transplanted African Americans 
for twenty-five years.
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because they associated the African race with slavery, the one 
degradation poor southern whites were spared. If the slaves 
were freed, thus losing the protection of their owners, the 
South would be plunged into chronic racial warfare that 
could bring the entire society down.

The Colonization Movement
Beginning in the late 1810s, some antislavery southerners 
hit on “colonization” as the answer to the interrelated prob-
lems of black numbers and racist white violence. In 1817, 
with the endorsement of President Monroe, former Presi-
dent  Madison, Chief Justice John Marshall, Henry Clay—all 
southerners—and many other luminaries, the American 
Colonization Society was founded. Its object was to raise 
money to assist free blacks in “returning” to Africa where 
the society would assist them in creating a viable economy 
and government. Slave owners were urged to free their slaves 
on condition they agree go to Africa under the society’s aus-
pices. In time—the hope was—the success of colonization in 
reducing the free Negro population would persuade south-
ern legislatures to emancipate slaves without fear of social 
chaos.

In 1821, the society financed the emigration of a few free 
blacks to Sierra Leone, a colony the British had founded 
on the Guinea coast as a refuge for former West Indian 
slaves. The next year, with the help of some federal funds, 
the  society purchased a stretch of coast south of Sierra 
Leone and established Liberia, “land of freedom.” In 1824, 
construction of a capital, named Monrovia after President 
Monroe, was begun. 

Liberia
About 11,000 African Americans emigrated to Liberia. For 
twenty years, the country functioned as a colony of the 
American Colonization Society, which appointed the gov-
ernor and subsidized economic development. In 1847, 
prominent Liberians—all former Americans—declared the 
nation’s independence.

There were other colonization schemes. Benjamin Lundy 
had hopes for lightly populated northern Mexico. Lundy and 
others looked to Haiti, a black nation, as a destination for free 
African Americans. But the Republic of Mexico took no inter-
est in the proposal and Haiti was crowded, French- speaking, 
unstable, and governed by dictators. African  Americans did 
not find it attractive as a home.

The fact is: “Colonization” was a pipedream from the start. 
The black population of the United States was 1.5 million in 

The Discoverer of Liberia
Paul Cuffee, an African American, was a master mariner who 
plied the Atlantic trade routes. During the 1810s, he called at 
Freetown in Sierra Leone, a British colony created as a home 
for West Indian blacks who had been freed. Cuffee scouted the 
coast south of Freetown to locate a site where free American 
blacks might settle. It is not clear if it was Cuffee who picked 
the site of Monrovia in Liberia and informed the American 
Colonization Society. But he was the first American to think of 
the region as a refuge for African Americans who wanted out 
of (and who were free to leave) the United States.
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MAP 18:1 Liberia. As early as 1787, British abolitionists settled freed West Indian slaves in Sierra Leone. An African American sea 
captain scouted the coast to the south for a site to which free American blacks might move. In 1822, Monrovia was founded there by 
the American Colonization Society. In 1847, Liberia, dominated by Americans, declared its independence.
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1820, 2 million in 1830. That was far more people than could 
survive, let alone prosper, on the swampy strip of  African 
seacoast that was Liberia. The logistics and astronomical 
costs of such a mass migration were well outside the realm 
of reason.

Few slave owners manumitted their slaves to the society 
for colonization. Most of the people who went were free 
blacks who preferred the risks of West Africa to the harsh 
discrimination they suffered at home. (Many were northern-
ers.) The 11,000 who actually went to Liberia added up to 
less than a drop in the bucket, just 7 percent of the South’s 
free black population. There were 37,000 free blacks just in 
Virginia in 1820.

Few of them were interested in the society’s propositions. 
Unless they or their parents had been born and raised in 
 Africa—and that described few free blacks—they were, sim-
ply, not African. They felt no more connection with Liberia 
than President Monroe felt toward Scotland.

The Last Debate
In December 1831, Governor John Floyd presented the 
 Virginia legislature with a plan for the gradual abolition of 
slavery in the state. In addition to the northern state formula 
of permitting slave owners to work adult slaves they already 
owned long enough to recover their investments, Floyd’s 
scheme proposed to hasten the emancipation process by com-
pensating slave owners for lost investment out of state funds. 
For three weeks in January 1832, the legislators discussed the 
plan, for the most part moderately and intelligently.

The morality of slavery played little part in Virginia’s de-
bate, but even the staunchest proslavery men were defensive. 
Typically, they introduced their speeches by regretting the 
fact that Africans ever been brought to Virginia, and by say-
ing that the state would be a better place if it had been de-
veloped by free white labor. However, what had been done 
was done. In 1832, African Americans constituted well over 
a third of Virginia’s population. That they should all be set 
free, however gradually, was out of the question. Virginia law 
already required slaves who were manumitted to move out of 
state. Colonization was obviously a failure.

The conviction that a biracial society was unworkable car-
ried the day—but just barely. The legislature rejected Floyd’s 
proposal by 73 to 58. A switch of eight votes would have al-
tered the course of American history for the other states of 
the upper South would likely have followed Virginia’s exam-
ple had its legislature voted yes. Had those states phased out 
slavery, the institution would have no longer split the Union 
down the middle. It would have been the very peculiar insti-
tution of the few cotton states, no more able to threaten the 
Union than the regularly rambunctious New England states. 
Once Virginia’s debate was resolved in favor of slavery, no 
significant body of southern whites ever again considered 
the possibility of ridding themselves of the institution.

THREATS TO THE
SOUTHERN ORDER
Virginia’s debate took place in the shadow of two events that 
unsettled the peace of mind of southern slave owners: the 
bloodiest slave rebellion in the history of North America 
and the emergence in the North of articulate and aggressive 
evangelical abolitionists who assailed the common decency 
of slave owners and seemed, to many, to be encouraging slave 
rebellions.

Rebellions 
There were a number of slave uprisings and scares during 
the colonial era, but a serious fear of rebellion became a part 
of the southern white mentality only after 1791 when many 
of Haiti’s slaves erupted in fury and murdered thousands of 
their masters, both whites and gens de couleur, (mulattos who 
owned a quarter of the real estate and slaves on the island). 
Haitian slavery was crueler than slavery in the United States; 
more than one slave in twenty died each year; Haiti imported 
20,000 to 30,000 Africans annually just to maintain the pop-
ulation. Nevertheless, American slave owners were alarmed. 
For several years, South Carolina actually forbade the im-
portation of slaves from abroad to keep out Haitian blacks 
“infected” with revolutionary ideas.

The Strange Case of the State 
of Delaware 
Originally, Delaware was William Penn’s 
property, part of Pennsylvania. Quakers 
were numerous in the northern part of the 
state. Southern Delaware was settled by 
Marylanders who brought slaves with them. 
So there was a geographical dimension to 
pro- and antislavery sentiments in the state.

Slave labor was never critical to 
Delaware’s small farm economy, even in 
the south. In 1830, slaves were only 
3 percent of the state’s population. Several 

bills to abolish the institution failed in the 
legislature by very narrow margins. The 
legislature did, however, enact several 
laws regulating slave owners not to be 
found in any other state. It was illegal to 
import additional slaves into Delaware 
and to sell slaves out of state. (Both 
were violated but not on a large scale.)
Delaware’s congressman and senators 
voted with other border state moderates, 
not with proslavery extremists.

Delaware remained a slave state less 
because its white population approved of 

the institution than because whites feared 
being overrun by free blacks. Free blacks 
were 15 percent of the population and the 
state was notorious for helping runaways 
from Maryland and Virginia to get farther 
north. Whites feared that a free Delaware, 
with its long border with Maryland and 
Virginia, would itself become a haven for 
fugitive slaves. After Nat Turner’s rebellion, 
Delaware enacted a series of laws that 
restricted the movement of the state’s 
African Americans, all of them, not just 
slaves.



Then, in 1800, two years after a second wave of massacres in 
Haiti, the state capital of Virginia, Richmond, narrowly escaped 
a rebellion led by a slave blacksmith, Gabriel. Gabriel, white 
Virginians observed when the scare was over, was literate, as 
were many of his cronies, both black and white, who were, also 
like him, skilled tradesmen. Presumably, they read the newspa-
pers; they admitted discussing politics in their off hours.

Gabriel was neither racist nor bloodthirsty. He expected 
poor whites to join his struggle against the planter elite 
that ran Virginia. His followers had strict instructions not 
to molest Quakers and Methodists who were known to be 
 antislavery and to kill others only if they resisted. With a core 
of about 150 rebels, Gabriel expected hundreds of slaves to 
join his army once the rebellion was underway on August 
30, 1800. The objectives were to make a hostage of Governor 
James Monroe and to occupy key points in the city whence 
Gabriel and others would negotiate a settlement. Gabriel was 
realistic about the limits of what his little band could actually 
accomplish but was deluded to think that Richmond’s whites 
would honor any agreement once Monroe was safe.

In any event, there was no rising. Torrential rains on 
 August 30 prevented the rebels from assembling. A few slaves 
acting suspiciously were arrested, questioned, and the plot 
was exposed. Twenty-seven of the ringleaders were hanged; 
others were sold out of state.

In 1822, a free black carpenter and Methodist preacher 
in Charleston, South Carolina, Denmark Vesey, hatched a 
plan for a slave uprising that had a clear Haitian connection. 
Vesey’s idea was for slaves to sack the city for arms and pro-
visions, seize ships in the harbor, and sail for Haiti where, he 
believed, they would be welcomed. Vesey talked the plot up 
among Charleston’s slaves. His chief lieutenant, Gullah Jack, 
was an Angola-born plantation slave. He recruited  rebels 

on plantations outside Charleston. Many were, like Jack, 
 African-born. South Carolina had imported 40,000 Africans 
in 1807, the last year it was legal to purchase slaves from 
abroad, and illegal slave traders had continued to sneak into 
the port. 

The rising was scheduled for June 16. Two days earlier, an 
informer revealed the plan. Vesey, Gullah Jack, and thirty-
three others were hanged. No one knew (or knows) how many 
slaves were involved, which was enough in itself to unnerve 
white South Carolinians. Worse, many house slaves, whose 
owners trusted them, knew of the planned uprising. They 
refused to participate, but none of them exposed Vesey.

Nat Turner
Gabriel’s and Vesey’s plans were more or less rational, their 
objectives were precise and limited. Neither fantasized 
that rebel slaves could turn the world upside down. Nat 
 Turner’s rebellion in August 1831, which was not nipped 
before it started, was altogether different. A fi eld hand in 
southern Virginia whose fi rst owner had taught him to 
read, Turner was a pious Baptist who pored endlessly over 
the Bible and may have seen abolitionist propaganda. A 
packet containing fi fty copies of David Walker’s Call had 
been confi scated at the Savannah post offi ce the previous 
year. It is reasonable to suppose that others got through 
and were  circulated.

But Turner admitted to no inspiration except the Bible 
and “his voices.” He was mentally disturbed, even psychotic, 
seeing visions and hearing divine instructions. When there 
was a solar eclipse in February 1831, he took it to be God’s 
go-ahead to slaves to rise up and kill all whites. Unlike 
 Gabriel and Vesey, Turner’s objective was an Armageddon,
a holy battle between God’s people and God’s enemies. That 

The Gabriel and Vesey rebellions 
were exposed before they began. 
Nat Turner’s was not because he 
informed very few trusted friends 
of his plans. Turner may have been 
familiar with the fact that Vesey 
was betrayed by a slave who knew 
of his plans. It had been only nine 
years since Vesey and thirty-four 
other rebels had been hanged. The 
slave grapevine could and did convey 
news hundreds of miles in a week 
or two. 
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he convinced anyone to join him indicates how charismatic 
he must have been.

Turner was shrewd enough to divulge his plans to a very 
few trusted friends. (He may have known that Vesey’s rebel-
lion was squelched because of an informer.) On the night of 
August 21, 1831, armed with little more than farm tools, his 
band swept across Southampton county, killing sixty whites 
and recruiting supporters from among their slaves. The mur-
ders were over in a couple of days although it was six weeks 
before the last of seventy rebels were rounded up. Turner and 
thirty-nine others were hanged. Rebels who were not killed 
whites were sold out of the state. 

Turner’s rebellion terrified slave owners, particularly 
those who lived in parts of Louisiana, Mississippi, and South 
Carolina where blacks outnumbered whites by as many as 
twenty to one. Mary Boykin Chesnut, the wife of a planter, 
was not mentioning a demographic curiosity when she de-
scribed her plantation home, Mulberry, as “half a dozen 

whites and sixty or seventy Negroes, miles away from the 
rest of the world.”

White belief in African American inferiority made it dif-
ficult for some southerners to believe that slaves, on their 
own devices, could mount a rebellion like Turner’s. It was 
no coincidence, they said, that the massacre in  Southampton 
County coincided with the flood of abolitionist literature 
coming out of the North.

THE SOUTH CLOSES RANKS
The South was not quite alone in the western world in cling-
ing to slavery, but almost. The Spanish-speaking republics of 
the Americas abolished the institution as soon as they won 
independence. Great Britain abolished slavery in her West 
Indian colonies in 1833. In the entire Christian world, slavery 
survived only in Spain’s colonies of Cuba and Puerto Rico 

Fugitive Slaves

The underground railroad was an improvised and chang-
ing network of “lines” over which runaway slaves, accom-
panied by “conductors,” traveled secretly north. “Station-
masters” concealed the fugitives in their homes from their 
masters, law officers, and professional slave catchers.

The underground railroad existed before the real rail-
road did. About 1800, a Philadelphia Quaker, Isaac Harper, 
concealed a slave who was being pursued by his  Maryland 
master and, by night, snuck him out of the city to a Quaker 
farmer who gave him a job and kept him hidden. They 
were violating the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 that enabled 
masters to repossess slaves who had escaped to states where 
slavery had been abolished. Harris and other Quakers be-
lieved they had a moral duty to help  African  Americans 
to escape from slavery, whatever the consequences. “We 
might as well look for a needle in a haystack as for a nig-
ger among Quakers,” a frustrated slave owner complained. 
Another said, “There is no use in trying to capture a run-
away slave in Philadelphia.”

In 1820, the Pennsylvania assembly came close to nul-
lifying the federal fugitive slave law. It provided that only 
a constable with a warrant could legally take custody of an 
alleged runaway. Anyone else who did so (including the 
owner or a hired slave catcher) could be fined $2,000 and 
imprisoned up to twenty-one years. In court, an owner’s 
claim that he owned a certain person was not admitted 
into evidence. He had to bring someone else to court to 
swear that he owned the slave in order to prove his claim. 
It was so expensive a procedure that many owners of run-
away slaves just gave up trying to retrieve them.

Not all of them, however. So, to give runaways a rea-
sonable chance to stay free, antislavery Pennsylvanians 

 established a network of houses across the state and in New 
Jersey—about twenty miles apart—at which runaways were 
welcome to hide and rest during the day while, at night, 
they made their way to the next station and north to New 
York or New England. Similar lines were developed in Ohio 
and Indiana for slaves who managed to get across the Ohio 
River, the boundary between slave states and free states.

There was an underground railroad in Kentucky, 
 Virginia, and Maryland too. Some slaves helped others get 
to a free state. A few southern whites did too although usu-
ally, Quaker stationmaster Levi Coffin said, in the South 
“it was done for money.”

A white man got Jarm Logue started on his escape by 
selling him food, a revolver, and interesting advice. As 
long as he was in a slave state, the man told Logue, “If 
you go dodging and shying through the country, you 
will be suspected.” Logue, he said, should move about 
boldly and confidently, as if he were a free black. He 
should stop only at “big houses” to ask for food, as a 
free black would.  Alfred T. Jones also traveled through 
Kentucky openly. He used a pass from his owner that he 
had forged. Looking back on his escape years later, Jones 
remembered, “I could hardly put two syllables together, 
but in fact, one half the white men there were not much 
better.” 

Southern congressmen tried repeatedly to strengthen 
federal laws providing for the return of slaves who es-
caped to free states. By the 1840s, between 1,000 and 1,500 
were making it each year. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 
bypassed antislavery state judges in the North by creat-
ing special federal commissioners to assist and rule on 
the claims of slave owners and professional slave catchers. 



(until 1873 and 1886, respectively), the tiny French islands of 
Martinique and Guadaloupe (until 1848), and in Brazil (until 
1888). Slavery was universal in Muslim lands and widespread 
in black Africa, but white southerners did not care to look for 
comrades in those places.

After Turner’s Rebellion and the appearance of The
Liberator, white southerners, recognizing that their slavery was 
a “peculiar institution,” moved on three fronts to preserve it. 
They suppressed criticism of the institution at home and at-
tempted to insulate their slaves from antislavery propaganda 
from the North. Slave owners ceased to regret the existence of 
slavery as a historical burden or a necessary evil in their deal-
ings with outsiders. They adopted the line that slavery was a 
positive good that was a blessing on slaves, masters, and south-
ern society as a whole. Finally, they reformed the states’ slave 
codes—the laws that governed the peculiar institution—to 
improve the material conditions under which slaves lived and 
instituted stricter controls over the black population.

Suppressing Discussion
Most southern states forbade the distribution of abolition-
ist literature. The post offi ce authorized southern postmas-
ters to examine suspicious mail and to destroy material that 
was objectionable. Innumerable copies of The Liberator and
other antislavery newspapers were burned.

Georgia’s legislature offered a reward of $5,000 to any per-
son who would bring William Lloyd Garrison into the state 
to stand trial for inciting rebellion. The fact that a state leg-
islature was willing to encourage an abduction—Garrison 
had no intention of taking a vacation in Georgia—indicates 
the depth of the South’s hatred of him. Only in border states 
like Maryland and Kentucky could native son abolitionists 
like John Gregg Fee and Cassius Marcellus Clay continue to 
speak openly against slavery without fear of anything worse 
than heckling and harassment. Elsewhere in the South, the 
expression of antislavery opinions was not acceptable.

Anyone who helped a fugitive slave “directly or indirectly” 
was fined and jailed. The commissioners were empow-
ered to “compel” bystanders to assist them in capturing 
a fugitive. The law jeopardized the freedom of African 
 Americans who had lived in a free state for years. One 
of the first persons arrested under the 1850 act—and re-
turned to slavery!—was a man who had lived in Indiana 
for nineteen years. 

Rather than shutting down after 1850, the underground 
railroad extended its “track.” It was now necessary to spirit 
runaways out of the United States into Canada. During the 
first three months the 1850 law was in effect, 3,000  African 
Americans crossed the international border. Between 1848 
and 1853, the black population of Upper Canada (On-
tario) increased from 20,000 to 35,000.

Eighty percent of the blacks in Canada were from 
 Virginia, Maryland, and Kentucky. Getting from the deep 
South to the underground railroad was not a realistic pos-
sibility although at least one Georgia slave, Charles Ball, 
did it. Ball planned carefully and saved money to buy food. 
He “followed the North Star” by night although, on several 
cloudy nights, Ball discovered he had walked in circles. 
Once, the presence of slave catchers nearby so frightened 
him that he hid in the woods for eleven days. It took him 
nine months to reach Pennsylvania. 

A few slaves from the deep South escaped by getting to 
seaports like Mobile and Savannah where they located a 
sailor from a vessel bound for a northern port who, for 
a price, would hide them aboard. Some southern ports 
forbade free black seamen to come ashore in order to pre-
vent such transactions, and suspect ships were thoroughly 
searched. The penalties for helping a slave to escape were 

severe: ten years in prison in Louisiana, hanging in North 
Carolina. No one was hanged for the offense, but Florida 
branded SS for “slave stealer” on a convicted white sailor’s 
cheek.

Men outnumbered women and children on the un-
derground railroad for good reason. The risk of capture 
(and severe punishment) was high. Josiah Henson had 
to threaten his wife that he would go without her to per-
suade her to accompany him. “We should die in the wil-
derness,” she told him, “we should be hunted down with 
bloodhounds, we should be brought back and whipped to 
death.” In truth, the Hensons had a harrowing experience. 
In 1830, when they made their flight, central Ohio was still 
virtual wilderness. Only friendly Indians saved them from 
starvation. Sandusky, on Lake Erie, was crawling with slave 
catchers who collected fees of up to $100 for each runaway 
they caught that far north. 

The Hensons got lucky. The captain of a ship headed for 
Buffalo on the Canadian border agreed to take the fam-
ily even though it meant, after leaving Sandusky by day, 
he had to return after dark so the Hensons could board 
unseen. In Buffalo, the captain paid the Hensons’ fare on a 
ferry that crossed the Niagara River to Ontario. As  Henson 
and his family boarded the ferry, his benefactor told him, 
“Clap your wings and crow like a rooster; you’re a free 
 nigger as sure as the devil.”

How many slaves escaped to freedom on the under-
ground railroad or by their own devices? No one really 
knows; estimates range between 70,000 and 100,000. 
 Between a fourth and a third of them went all the way to 
Canada although, after emancipation in 1865, many re-
turned to the United States.

How They Lived
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In the House of Representatives, beginning in 1836, south-
ern congressmen, with the support of some northern Demo-
crats, annually adopted a procedural rule that petitions to 
the House calling for the abolition of slavery in the District 
of Columbia be tabled without discussion. That is, the pe-
titions were simply set aside. There were a lot of them. By 
March 1838, the tabled petitions filled a room 20 feet by 
30 feet. Former President John Quincy Adams, now a Massa-
chusetts congressman, argued that the “gag rule” violated the 
right to free speech. Adams did not approve of intemperate 
zealots like Garrison, but he insisted that every citizen had 
a constitutional right to petition Congress on any subject. 
In 1838, Robert Rhett of South Carolina conceded his point 
by proposing that the Constitution be amended to exempt 
discussion of slavery from the First Amendment’s guarantee 
of free speech.

A “Positive Good”
Shortly after Virginia’s debate, a professor at the College 
of William and Mary, Thomas Roderick Dew, published 
a systematic defense of slavery. He said that as a means of 
organizing and controlling labor, the slavery system was su-
perior to the free wage-worker system. By 1837, southern 
preachers and politicians were parroting and embroidering 
on Dew’s theories. In the Senate, John C. Calhoun declared 
that compared with other systems by which racial and class 
relationships were governed, “the relation now existing in the 
slave holding states is, instead of an evil, a good—a positive-
good”—better for everyone concerned, slaves included, than 
other systems.

In A Sociology for the South, published in 1854, George 
 Fitzhugh of Virginia amassed statistics and other evidence 
with which he argued that the southern slave lived a bet-
ter life than did the northern wage worker or the European 
peasant.

In every society, Fitzhugh wrote, someone had to perform 
the drudgery. In the South, menial work was done by slaves 
who were cared for from cradle to grave. Not only did the 
slave owner feed, clothe, and house his workers, but he also 
supported slave children, the injured, disabled, and elderly—
all of whom were nonproductive. By comparison, the north-
ern wage worker was paid only as long as there was work for 
him and the worker was fit to do it. The wage worker who 
was injured was cut loose to fend for himself. His  children, 
the elderly, and the incompetent were no responsibility of 
capitalist employers and the “free labor” system in which 
they took pride.

Consequently, Fitzhugh continued, the North was plagued 
by social problems unknown in the South. The North teemed 
with obnoxious, nattering demagogues trying to stir up the 
working class. The lower classes were irreligious and, in their 
misery, drunken and tumultuous. By comparison, Fitzhugh 
claimed, southern slaves were contented, indeed, happy. 
“A merrier being does not exist on the face of the globe,” 
 Fitzhugh wrote, “than the Negro slave of the United States.”

Even John Randolph, who hated slavery, told of touring 
Ireland attended by his valet, a slave. Both men were shocked 

by the squalor in which the Irish lived. Randolph’s slave told 
him that he “was never so proud of being a Virginia slave. He 
looked with horror upon the mud hovels and miserable food 
of the white slaves.”

The Bible, the Ancients, and Culture
The “positive good” line was new. Before Nat Turner and the 
evangelical abolitionists, only the odd South Carolinian and 
Georgia had suggested that slavery was a desirable institu-
tion. The new southern ideology incorporated religious and 
cultural justifi cations into Dew’s and Fitzhugh’s social and 
economic arguments.

Thus, hitting the evangelicals head on, southerners said 
that Bible sanctioned slavery. The ancient Hebrews—the pa-
triarchs Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and their successors—owned 
slaves with God’s blessing. In the New Testament, when 
a slave approached Christ saying he wished to follow him, 
Christ replied that he should return to and serve his master, 
practicing Christ’s teachings as a slave. 

John Randolph and Slavery
Randolph despised slavery. He never bought a slave or any of 
those he inherited. He voted to abolish the slave trade in the 
District of Columbia, calling it “infamous.” He never passed 
up an opportunity for an antislavery witticism. In the early 
1830s, when the Greeks were fighting for independence from 
the Turkish empire, things Greek were a rage among trendy 
Americans. After listening to a southern lady gushing about 
“the noble Greeks” and their fight for freedom, Randolph 
pointed with his riding crop to some slave children playing 
outside. “Madam,” he said, “the Greeks are at your door.”

Dew and others pointed out that the great civilizations of 
antiquity, Greece and Rome, were slave-holding societies. 
Hardly a barbaric institution, slavery had made possible the 
classical cultures studied in colleges and universities for their 
art, literature, and wisdom. Slavery made possible the lei-
sured, gracious, and cultured upper classes who preserved the 
highest refi nements of human achievement. It was  possible 
to put a racial spin on Aristotle’s justifi cation of slavery and 
southerners like Dew did: “Just as some are by nature free, so 
others are by nature slaves, and for these latter the condition 
of slavery is both benefi cial and just.”

Southerners pointed out that more of them than north-
erners were college-educated. Even as late as 1860, there were 
more than 6,000 college students in Georgia,  Alabama, and 
Mississippi, compared to fewer than 4,000 in the more popu-
lous (and intellectually pretentious) New England states.

As an aristocracy, southern planters were closer to the tra-
dition of the gentlemanly founding fathers than were the 
money-grubbing capitalists of the North. Because gentle-
men dominated politics in the South, the southern states 



were better governed than the northern states were. In the 
North, demagogues won elections to high position by play-
ing to the passions of the dregs of society. Some planters 
liked to think of themselves as descendants of the cavaliers 
of seventeenth-century England. The South’s favorite author 
was Sir Walter Scott, who spun enchanting tales of knight-
hood and chivalry.

Race: The Trump Card
But did all these “proofs” justify denying personal freedom 
to human beings? Yes, Fitzhugh said in a second book, 
Cannibals All!, published in 1857. The Negro race was in-
capable of civilization’s higher callings. In return for en-
joying the fruits of their labor, the owners of slaves did 
African Americans a favor by providing their necessities 
and protecting them against competition (and from poor 
whites).

Here and there, a southerner argued that African Ameri-
cans could be enslaved because they were not quite human. 
One quack, on the subject, Josiah Nott, collected skulls from 
all over the country and the world. He measured brain cavi-
ties by drilling a hole in his skulls, filling them with buckshot, 
and then measuring the shot. He concluded that blacks had 
significantly smaller brains than whites.

Few southerners bought Nott’s theories. Different species 
do not produce fertile offspring and the number of mulattos 
in the southern “black” population was overwhelming evi-
dence that blacks and whites were both Homo sapiens. White 
southerners, most of them religious—many of them mem-
bers of the evangelical Baptist and Methodist churches—
preferred to argue that by bringing blacks from savage Africa 
and exposing them to Christianity, whites had done them the 
greatest service of all. 

Management
Blind to higher faculties among African Americans, positive 
good southerners equated happiness with the material con-
ditions of slave life—housing, clothing, diet. They compared 
the slaves’ lot favorably with the conditions under which the 

poorest wage workers of the North lived. By the 1850s, when 
Fitzhugh wrote, most southern state legislatures had, in fact, 
defi ned minimum living standards as part of their slave 
codes. Magazines like the Southern Agriculturalist  featured 
exchanges among slave owners about how well they treated 
their people.

The most obvious reason for keeping slaves adequately 
housed, clothed, and fed was, of course, practical: A healthy 
slave worked more efficiently than one weak from depri-
vation. Also underlying the trend toward improvement in 
the conditions of slave life after the 1830s was the South’s 
determination to give the lie to the abolitionists’ depiction 
of slavery as a life of unrelenting misery. Planters who pro-
vided decent accommodations for their slaves took pleasure 
in showing “the quarters” to northern and foreign visitors. 
They reassured themselves that they were indeed kindly 
 patriarchs. 

Control
Visitors were less likely to be apprised of the new measures of 
slave control that were introduced after the Turner conspir-
acy. By 1840, the states of the deep South had adopted laws 
that made it extremely diffi cult for a slave owner to manumit 
his slaves. (Virginia had long required manumitted blacks 
to leave the state.) It was a crime in most southern states to 
teach a slave to read. Gabriel, Vesey, and Turner had all been 
literate, a fact lost on no one.

County governments were required to maintain slave pa-
trols to cruise the countryside at night looking for wander-
ing slaves. Some counties required all fit white males to take 
turns on the patrols. Most counties, however, because few 
wealthy planters were interested in the dismal duty, hired 
paid “paddyrollers,” as slaves called them. These mounted 
posses of armed, lower-class whites had the legal right to 
break into slave cabins or demand at gunpoint that all blacks 
(and whites) account for themselves. Hard-bitten men, the 
“paddyrollers” were inclined to be rough even with slaves 
carrying written passes granting them permission to be off 
their master’s property. 

Muslim Slaves 
The West Africans who supplied British 
and American slavers with captives 
sometimes raided Islamic peoples in the 
interior. Several Muslim slaves in the 
United States distinguished themselves 
by virtue of their literacy and personal 
qualities. About 1730, Job Ben Salomon 
Jallo took two slaves to sell in the 
Mandingo country along the Gambia 
River. He was himself enslaved by the 
Mandingos and ended up in Annapolis, 
Maryland. There he astonished his 

owner when he asked to write a letter 
to his father in Senegal to arrange his 
ransom. He was freed, returned to the 
Gambia via England where he was 
hired as an agent for the Royal African 
Company to provide slaves for the 
transatlantic trade.

Omar ibn Said, a slave in South Carolina, 
impressed his owner because he was 
literate in Arabic. He was not freed, 
but he was exempted from labor. Salil 
Bilali (called “Tom”) managed a 450-
slave plantation in Georgia that the 

Southern Agriculturalist singled out 
as a model operation. Ibrahim Abd 
ar-Rahman was a plantation manager 
in Natchez, Tennessee. He became a 
national celebrity when, astonishingly, 
he met a white man whom he had 
known in Africa. With his help, Ibrahim 
was introduced to Henry Clay and John 
Quincy Adams who assisted him in 
raising the money to buy his freedom 
and the freedom of his American-born 
wife and their grandchildren. They went 
to Liberia in 1829.
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Free blacks—there were about 250,000 in the South by 
1860, one to every fifteen slaves—carefully protected the 
documentary evidence of their status. Kidnappings of free 
blacks, and the sale of them as slaves elsewhere in the South, 
were far from unknown.

The mere existence of a free African American population 
among slaves was a bothersome problem for slave owners. 
It was as important to the institution that blacks be con-
vinced that God and nature intended them to be slaves as it 
was to persuade northerners that slavery was a positive good. 
If slaves saw free blacks prospering, the argument disinte-
grated. Slave owners also believed that free blacks were likely 
to stir up discontent among slaves, and they were probably 
right. Thus, the laws requiring masters who freed their slaves 
to take them out of state.

Free blacks who had no land to farm needed little persua-
sion to congregate in towns. Only there could they find work 
and a social life; and, living in numbers among other free 
African Americans provided some security. A free black fam-
ily living in a remote rural area was vulnerable to abuse and 
worse—re-enslavement.

Religion: A Threat to Control
Probably less than a half of southern slaves were Christians at 
the time of the Revolution. Neither masters, slaves, nor minis-
ters took much interest in conversion. This changed with the 
rise of the Methodists and the revitalization of the  Baptists, 
both of which groups preached to slaves; the purchase of 
Louisiana (where most slaves were Roman  Catholics); and, 
after 1807, the end of large-scale importation of Africans 
bringing their African religions with them. Within a few de-
cades after 1800, almost all slaves embraced one or another 
kind of Christianity, usually, like their masters, the evangeli-
cal varieties. Indeed, religious  observance—almost always 
highly personal and emotional— became an important part 
of slave culture.

All southern states had laws, inherited from colonial 
times, specifying that conversion to Christianity did not af-
fect a slave’s status. Nevertheless, religious zeal in the quarters 
presented a problem of control. Denmark Vesey had been a 
Methodist minister; Nat Turner had been led to rebellion by 
Bible reading; David Walker’s Appeal was laced with biblical 
quotations.

Some masters took their slaves to their own churches 
where the minister was expected, now and then, to deliver a 
sermon based on biblical stories such as that of Hagar: “The 
angel of the Lord said unto her, return to Thy mistress, and 
 submit thyself under her hands.” Other masters permitted 
their slaves to have their own preachers. These often literate 
and more often eloquent men were instructed to steer clear 
of lessons that might cast doubt on the rightness of slavery. 
Some toed the line; it was an African American minister 
in Savannah who informed the authorities that Walker’s 
Appeal had been mailed to him. Others conveyed an anti-
slavery message by placing heavy emphasis on the ancient 
Israelites’ bondage in Babylon and Egypt—and their ulti-
mate deliverance.

WHAT WAS SLAVERY LIKE?
While slavery existed and long afterwards, two sharply contra-
dictory visions of the institution contended for popular accep-
tance. Abolitionist and, after emancipation, those who honored 
the abolitionist for their crusade, emphasized the forced labor 
of slavery, the squalid living conditions, the ever-present black-
snake whip (and atrocities much worse than fl oggings), children 
torn from their mothers’ arms to be sold, the sadism of masters 
and overseers (and slave drivers, fellow slaves), and, most of all, 
the dehumanizing fact of being “owned,” of being subject to 
someone else’s decisions in even the minutiae of life.

The other side, beginning with Dew and Fitzhugh and 
 impressed on popular culture by minstrel shows, roman-
tic authors, and, in the twentieth century, movies depicting 
“de ol’ plantation” as a paternalistic, easy-going place where 
 simple-minded slaves lived worry-free, contented, and de-
voted to “ol’ massa.”

The Minstrels
In Louisville, Kentucky, in 1830, a performer in a traveling va-
riety show, Thomas D. “Daddy” Rice, saw an African American 
dancing on the street for the pennies of passersby. Rice  copied 

Publicity for a minstrel show. The stereotypical characters are 
simpleminded and exuberantly happy. The players were whites in 
blackface, often grotesque. Minstrels were very popular during the 
1850s. At one time or another during the decade, a hundred different 
troupes were touring the country.
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the man’s dance on stage and, blacking his face (with soot 
from an oil lamp or scorched cork), he called his act “Jumpin’ 
Jim Crow.” He was a sensation and soon had imitators.

A song writer, Daniel D. Emmett, and an impresario, 
Edwin P. Christy, broadened “blackface” entertainment be-
yond Jumpin’ Jim Crow when they created the “minstrel 
show.” The minstrels (a medieval word meaning traveling 
musicians) sat in a line of chairs across the stage. In the cen-
ter was the master of ceremonies, “Mr. Interlocutor,” a white 
man who spoke in a stilted, pretentious accent. The rest of 
the cast was white too, but in blackface. They sang or danced 
(always Jumpin’ Jim Crow) or juggled when called upon by 
Mr. Interlocutor. 

What made the minstrels unique were the two “end men” 
at either side of the stage: “Brother Tambo” (he played a tam-
bourine) and “Brother Bones,” whose instrument was “the 
bones,” two hog’s ribs which, in fact, slaves used for rhythm 
in their music. Brother Tambo was a dim-witted plantation 
slave. The other was a black city slicker, dandy, and confi-
dence man sometimes called Zip Coon. Between songs and 
dances, they insulted one another and Mr. Interlocutor with 
broad comedy.

The makeup and dialect were grotesque stereotypes, but 
minstrel shows were not vicious. The end men were good-
natured, even lovable. The city slicker’s schemes to bilk 
Mr. Tambo were usually foiled by his own bumbling, some-
times by Mr. Tambo’s disguised down home shrewdness. If 
the blackface characters were not menacing, however, they 
were stupid, lazy, and childlike. They confirmed white con-
victions that African Americans were inferior. Minstrel show 
slaves enjoyed their life on the plantation.

Neither Emmett nor Christy was conscious of being pro-
slavery propagandist. Both were northerners; Emmett’s fa-
ther was a prominent abolitionist. They and their many 
imitators were interested in making money in show business, 
which minstrel shows did. Christy’s Minstrels packed a large 
New York theater for 2,500 performances. But the minstrels 
served to calm any anxieties about slavery among ordinary 
white people that the abolitionists struggled to arouse.

Stephen Foster
Stephen Foster, who wrote “Ethiopian songs” for min-
strel shows, was the fi rst great American composer of “pop 
music.” His fi rst hit, a nonsense song of 1848 called “Oh! 
 Susannah,” became the anthem of the Forty-Niners, the men 
who rushed to California the next year to mine for gold. In 
fact, it was a song sung by a black man to his lover written for 
the minstrel shows.

Few of Foster’s lyrics were condescending to African 
Americans. He publicly regretted writing one early song that 
he later found patronizing, and he deleted a questionable 
verse from “Oh! Susannah.” Foster’s intention was to hu-
manize the characters of his songs and to dignify relations 
between  African Americans and between whites and blacks, 
including master and slave.

“Massa’s in de Cold, Cold Ground” and “Old Black Joe,” 
which were not written in dialect, were later criticized for 

 depicting slaves devoted to “Ol’ Massa,” but there is no hint of 
an apology for slavery in them. They gush with sentimentality, 
but the warmth of a human relationship was Foster’s theme.

Indeed, Foster may have been an abolitionist. His best 
friend was one of Pittsburgh’s most prominent antislavery 
leaders. In “Old Folks at Home” (1851), in which a slave far 
from “de old plantation” longs for familiar surroundings, 
there is an implication that the singer is a runaway. “Ring, 
Ring de Banjo,” written the same year, is explicitly about a 
slave fleeing his master.

When Foster realized that his songs were being used to 
 justify the simple-minded darky version of slavery, he in-
structed singers not to mock black people in their presenta-
tions. He stopped writing in dialect and told Edwin P. Christy 
that he detested the “trashy and really offensive words” of 
other writers’ minstrel show songs. He refused to call his 
verses “Ethiopian songs,” insisting they be called “plantation 
songs” and, later, “American melodies.”

Washington the Slave Owner
George Washington owned 300 slaves. His record as a 
master was mixed. On the one hand, according to a visitor 
from Poland, the slaves’ houses at Washington’s River Farm 
were “more miserable than the most miserable cottages of 
our peasants.” And he once had several of a slave’s healthy 
teeth pulled to make dentures for himself.

On the other hand, Washington respected his slaves’ family 
and marriage relationships more than most slave owners 
did. When husbands and wives were temporarily separated, 
Washington meticulously recorded who was tied to whom. He 
refused to sell slaves “because they could not be disposed of 
in families . . . and to disperse the families I have an aversion.”

Structure of the Institution: White 
Perspective
There were elements of truth in the abolitionists’ and the 
minstrels’ vision of slavery, but neither was an accurate por-
trayal. Slavery was not the same institution everywhere in 
the South. Slavery in Texas was not the same institution as 
slavery in Virginia. Life for slave and slave owner was not the 
same on a big plantation as it was on a family homestead just 
a decade from raw frontier. In the law—the classifi cation of 
human beings as property—slavery was one thing. The expe-
rience of slavery, however, was as diverse as the South.

The census of 1860, the last taken when slavery was legal, 
reveals that nearly 4 million people lived in bondage in the 
fifteen states south of the Mason-Dixon line and the Ohio 
River. West of the Mississippi River, Missouri, Arkansas, 
Louisiana, and Texas were slave states. Some tribes in Indian 
Territory (Oklahoma) owned African Americans.

One white southern family in four owned slaves. Even 
when those whose living depended directly on the existence 
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of the institution—overseers, slave traders, patrollers—are 
added in, however, only a minority of white southerners had 
a material stake in slavery.

The great planter class (the only slave owners in the world 
of the minstrel shows) was quite small. In 1860, only 2,200 
people, less than 1 percent of the southern population, owned 
100 or more slaves. Only 254 owned 200 slaves or more. 
 Nathaniel Heyward of South Carolina was at the top of the 
pyramid, owning 2,000 slaves on seventeen plantations.

A more typical slave owner was Jacob Eaton of North 
 Carolina. On his 160-acre farm he worked side by side with 
the slave family he owned. Eaton’s class of small independent 
 farmers—owning from none to nine slaves—was the backbone 
of the southern economy and the slavery system. About 74 per-
cent of slave owners fell into that category. Another 16 percent 
of slave owners owned between ten and twenty people. Just 
10 percent of slave owners owned more than twenty slaves.

Structure of the Institution: Black 
Perspective
If few slave owners lived on large plantations, life in the 
shadow of the “big house” was the experience of most slaves. 

In 1860, more than half the South’s slaves lived on what we 
would think of as a plantation rather than a farm. Half a mil-
lion African Americans, one slave in eight, belonged to mem-
bers of the great planter class.

There were black slave owners. The census of 1830 counted 
3,775 free African Americans in possession of 12,760 slaves. 
A few, most in Louisiana, qualified as “great planters.” An-
drew Durnford of New Orleans had seventy-seven slaves. 
When questioned, Durnford said that owning slaves was the 
only way to wealth in the South. Although he contributed 
to the American Colonization Society, Durnford freed only 
four slaves during his lifetime, one in his will.

More typical of black slave owners was Dilsey Pope, a 
free black woman in Georgia, who owned her husband. 
Like Virginia, Georgia required slave owners who manu-
mitted their slaves to send them to another state. There-
fore, free African Americans who bought their spouses out 
of slavery were able to stay together only by owning them 
(and their children) as slaves. Dilsey Pope’s story was un-
usual only in that, after she and her husband had a nasty 
quarrel, Mrs. Pope sold him to a white neighbor. When the 
couple reconciled, the new owner refused to sell Mr. Pope 
back to his wife. 

A cotton field at picking time. “Chopping cotton,” hoeing the weeds in the rows and between plants, was hard work, but the harvest 
was frantic. The cotton had to be out of the fields and under cover before autumn rains. On all but the largest plantations, every slave 
was sent to the fields, including house servants and children able to walk.
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First Light to Sundown
A few slaves enjoyed the relative advantages of living as do-
mestic servants: better food, clothing, beds. Cooks, maids, 
butlers, valets, carriage drivers, and footmen made life pleas-
anter for the great planters who could afford them, but they 
did not make money for their masters. So, “house slaves” 
were few. The vast majority of slaves were fi eld hands who 
raised a cash crop by means of heavy labor from fi rst light to 
sundown almost year-round. For a slave owner to justify in-
vesting capital in a labor force rather than hiring free labor-
ers, it was necessary to keep the property hopping.

Cotton was by far the most important southern product 
(the most important American product!). During the 1850s, 
an average annual crop of 4 million bales brought more 
than $190 million into the American economy from abroad. 
Cotton represented two-thirds of the nation’s total exports 
and (in 1850) employed 1.8 million slaves out of 3.2 mil-
lion. In 1860, the twelve richest counties in the United States 
were cotton counties. Other cash crops dependent on slave 
labor were tobacco (350,000 slaves), sugar (150,000), rice 
(125,000), and hemp (60,000).

Southern farmers and planters strived for self-sufficiency. 
Therefore, slaves raised corn, vegetables, and hogs for food, 
and hay for fodder, as well as the cash crop. There was plenty 

of work to be done. Thomas Jefferson heated Monticello with 
10 cords of wood a month in winter: a lot of chopping. The 
calendar of a cotton plantation was packed with jobs, major 
and odd, except for a short period around Christmas. Slaves 
looked forward to their brief vacation as “laying-by time.”

Slaves were expensive. By the 1850s, it cost as much as 
$1,500 (about $25,000–$30,000 today) to buy a prime field 
hand, a healthy male in his twenties. Consequently, plant-
ers preferred to hire free blacks or Irish immigrants for un-
healthy and dangerous work. It made little economic sense 

MAP 18:2 Major Southern Crops, 1860. Cotton was king. Almost two-thirds of African American slaves raised cotton. Growing 
and processing sugarcane in Louisiana was even harder work, but localized. The rice fields of South Carolina and Georgia were 
unhealthier than either and also a crop of limited extent as was the “hemp belt” of Kentucky.

The Health of Slaves
In an age when nothing was known of scientific nutrition, 
the slaves’ diet was comparable to that of poor southern 
whites and free blacks, and better on plantations where 
slaves were permitted to keep gardens. The life expectancy 
of slaves was about the same as that of free blacks and poor 
southern whites. Statistical surveys done about 1860 showed 
southern slaves averaging 3 inches more in height than the 
West Africans from whom they were descended. They were 
2 inches taller than Trinidadians, who had been free since 
1830, and an inch taller than British marines.
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to risk costly human property draining malarial swamps or 
working at the bottom of chutes down which 600-pound 
bales of cotton came hurtling at high speeds.

The Rhythms of Labor
By the 1850s, a slave produced from $80 to $120 in wealth 
each year and cost between $30 and $50 to feed, clothe, and 
shelter. The margin of profi t was not large enough to allow 
the small-scale slave owner to get by unless he worked in the 
fi elds side by side with his slaves.

Planters owning ten to twenty slaves could avoid manual 
labor. However, because few slaves worked any harder than 
they were forced to do (their share of the fruits of their labor 
was fixed), they had to be supervised closely and constantly: 
variously bribed, cajoled, threatened, or whipped. A man 
with twenty or more slaves hired a white overseer or assigned 
one of his slaves to be a driver, paying him or, at least, grant-
ing him privileges. On large plantations, masters had little 
contact with their field hands.

Slaves on large plantations worked according to the 
task system or the gang system. Under the task system, a 

 specific job was assigned each day to every slave. When 
the task was complete, the slave’s time was his or her own. 
Some planters insisted that the task system was the most 
productive form of slave management because, provided 
with an incentive, the slaves worked harder. Other plant-
ers complained that the task system resulted in slipshod 
work as the slaves rushed so as to get to their own chores 
or recreation.

Under the gang system, slaves worked from sunrise 
to sundown in groups under an overseer or driver. Who 
knows how frequently they felt the sting of the blacksnake? 
The lash was always in evidence, in black hands as well as 
white. Frederick Douglass remarked that “everybody in the 
South wants the privilege of whipping someone else.” But 
some masters refused to let overseers whip slaves except 
as formal punishment and only with the master’s specific 
 permission.

Slave Traders
Slaves were defi ned in law as chattel property: personal 
possessions legally the same as cattle, hogs, a necklace, or a 

A slave auction in St. Louis. There is more decorum in this representation than in any of the written descriptions of slave auctions that 
have survived. If some buyers were, no doubt, as well dressed and gentlemanly as the white men here, there were plenty of baser types not 
pictured here, some buyers, some just there for the show, sometimes drunk and making coarse comments, particularly when, as here, an 
attractive woman was on the block.
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share of stock. They could be bought, sold, given away, or 
passed on to heirs. The commerce in slaves was brisk and 
profi table.

Even slavery’s defenders conceded that the slave trade 
was an ugly business. The slave auction was a livestock 
auction. Prospective buyers clustered around the auc-
tion block, determining the age of the merchandise by 
examining their teeth, as they would vet a horse. Slaves 
were forced to run to test their wind. Buyers wiped their 
bodies with rags to determine if the auctioneer had dyed 
gray hair black or rubbed oil into aged skin. If adolescent 
girls were for sale, sexual innuendos floated around the 
crowd.  Foreigners, northerners, and many southerners 
were  simultaneously disgusted and fascinated by slave 

 auctions, much as American tourists in Mexico today 
react to  bullfights. 

Masters aspiring to be patriarchs disapproved of the slave 
trade, describing traders as base, crude, unworthy men. Nev-
ertheless, without the slave trade there could have been no 
slavery. If some humans were property, owners had to be free 
to buy and sell them. Where there is trade, there are brokers.

The general flow of the commerce was “down the river”—
the Mississippi—from the older, declining tobacco states to 
the cotton states of the Deep South. Professional slave trad-
ers purchased African Americans in Virginia, Maryland, and 
Kentucky and marched them, like their African ancestors, 
in coffles to Memphis or New Orleans, where as many as 
200 companies were in the business.

A familiar sight on southern roads: slaves from the upper south (in this case, Virginia) being marched to the cotton lands of western 
Tennessee. Slaves dreaded being “sold down the river” where work was harder and escape almost impossible. The unfortunates in this 
watercolor by an eyewitness are, at least, not hobbled, probably because they are in family groups and, therefore, unlikely to run. Had 
they been mostly “prime field hands,” young men, they would have been in a coffle, tied or chained together neck to neck.
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LIFE IN THE QUARTERS
The slave codes of the southern states specifi ed that slaves 
had no civil rights. They could not own property under the 
law; therefore, they could not legally buy and sell anything. 
They could not make contracts. Their marriages were not 
 legally recognized lest a slave owner face complications if he 
wanted to sell a woman but not her husband. Slaves could 
not testify in court against a white person. (Nor could free 
blacks in some southern states.) They could not leave the 
plantation without written permission.

It was a crime for a slave to strike a white person, even to 
save his own life. Slaves could not carry firearms. They could 
not congregate in more than small groups except at religious 
services under white supervision. They could not be abroad 
at night.

Humans without Human Rights
The actual experience of slave life sometimes deviated from 
the letter of the slave codes. For example, a master could not 
legally kill his slave, but it was not accounted murder when 
a slave died during “moderate correction,” a debatable term 
in court. Whipping was the most common form of corporal 
punishment, and fi fty lashes—quite enough to kill a man—
was not an uncommon sentence. In the end, the slaves’ only 
guarantees against brutality at the hands of their masters were 
the gospel of paternalism, social expectations of the master by 
his peers, religious scruples, and the slaves’ cash value.

There are few better guarantees of a man’s good behavior 
than the knowledge that bad behavior will cost him money. 
But that applies to men who are thinking. Slave owners and 
their overseers flew into uncontrolled rages and unintention-
ally maimed and killed slaves. Because their property rights 
in their slaves almost always took precedence in court over 
the slaves’ human rights, owners were rarely punished for 
such crimes. After an incident of hideous torture in Virginia 
in 1858, with a slave dying after twenty-four hours of torture, 
the court imprisoned the sadistic master. But he did not for-
feit ownership of the other blacks he owned.

A Diverse Institution
Many slave owners were impelled by their religion, their per-
sonal sense of decency, and by their aspirations to be seen 
as benevolent patriarchs to care generously for their slaves, 
sometimes even in violation of the slave codes.

A family that owned only one or two slaves occasionally 
developed a relationship much like partnership with them. 
Such white owners and their slaves ate the same food, slept in 
the same cabin, and worked together. However, the slave on 
a large plantation was likelier to be better off because of the 
poverty of the struggling small farmer.

After about 1840, large-scale slave owners generally pro-
vided adequate rations of corn meal, salt pork, and molasses. 
It was common to allow slaves to keep their own vegetable 
gardens and chicken coops. Some masters purchased vegeta-
bles and eggs from their slaves, reasoning that if both they and 
their slaves were in the vegetables and chicken businesses, they 

could not determine if the makings of a slave’s dinner was 
stolen. For the same reason, few slave owners allowed slaves to 
raise hogs for their own use. Pork was one of the staples; the 
planter needed to control its production and distribution.

Some slaves were permitted to buy and sell beyond the 
boundaries of the plantation and to keep the money they 
earned. Along the Mississippi, task system slaves working on 
their own time cut wood for steamboats. Some sold chickens 
and eggs in towns, and here and there a slave had a shotgun 
for hunting small game. One remarkable slave entrepreneur 
was Simon Gray, a skilled flatboatman whose owner paid him 
$8 a month to haul lumber to New Orleans. Gray commanded 
crews of up to twenty men, including free whites, and kept 
detailed accounts. He eventually bought his freedom.

A few masters permitted their slaves to save money in 
order to purchase their freedom, their spouse’s, or their 
children’s, but the deal depended on the owner’s decency. No 
contract with a slave was enforceable in most southern states. 
( Kentucky was an exception.)

A well-known example of open violation of a slave code was 
the model plantation of Joseph Davis, brother of Jefferson Davis, 
the future president of the Confederacy. Joseph Davis ignored 
a Mississippi law forbidding the education of blacks; he main-
tained a school and teacher for the children of the quarters.

It is important to recall, however, that for every master like 
Joseph Davis, there were a dozen who kept their slaves just 
sound enough to work and a dozen more who, out of stupid-
ity, ignorance, or malevolence, treated them worse than they 
treated their mules. The editor of a southern magazine made 
no comment when a subscriber wrote, “Africans are noth-
ing but brutes, and they will love you better for whipping, 
whether they deserve it or not.”

RESISTANCE
Adherents of the positive good gospel were dead wrong to in-
sist that most slaves were content with their lot in life. Many 
were fondly attached to kind masters, but the vast majority 
hated slavery, protesting and resisting both indirectly and by 
running away. When freedom became a realistic possibility 
during the Civil War, slaves deserted their homes by the tens 
of thousands to fl ee to Union lines. After the war, a South 
Carolina planter wrote candidly: “I believed these people 
were content, happy, and attached to their masters.” That, he 
concluded sadly, had been “a delusion.”

Running Away
The clearest evidence of slave discontent was the prevalence 
of runaways. Only blacks who lived in the states bordering 
the free states—Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, Kentucky, 
Missouri—had a reasonable chance of escaping to perma-
nent freedom. Some “rode” the “underground railway,” rush-
ing at night from hiding places in one abolitionist’s home, 
most often a black abolitionist’s, to another. 

Harriet Tubman, who escaped from her master in 1849, 
returned to the South nineteen times to lead other slaves to 



Pennsylvania. The “Black Moses” was a brave, shrewd, hands-
on, and no-nonsense liberator. Tubman went south only in 
winter when the nights were longer and fewer people were 
out of doors. She herself never set foot on a plantation; she 
selected a rendezvous spot several miles away and sent locals 
to tell the slaves where she was.

Departure was almost always on Saturday night. The run-
aways, whom Tubman called her “cargo,” would be missed 
Monday morning, but their master would not be alarmed 
until Monday evening. It was common for slaves to disap-
pear for a few days even if their vacation meant a whipping. 
With her two day head start, Tubman moved only by night, 
depending on African American families known to her, free 
and slave, for food and shelter. If Tubman had to go into a 
town for some reason, she always approached from the north 
and left in a southerly direction. In appearance and manners, 
she was “a very respectable Negro, not at all a poor fugitive.”

In a dangerous business—if caught she faced serious 
 penalties—Tubman was no sunshine and sugar social worker. 
She screened would-be runaways with a jaundiced eye: “if he 
was weak enough to give out, he’d be weak enough to betray us 
all.” She told her cargo she would shoot anyone who gave up. 

The Slave Community
The culture of the quarters will never be fully understood 
because the slaves kept no written records. However, some 
reliable conjectures can be ventured based on what is known 
of African American religion and folklore.

By the 1850s, most slaves were Baptists or Methodists. 
Their religious services centered on animated sermons by 
unlettered, but eloquent preachers, some free, some slaves, 
and exuberant rhythmic singing.

In both sermons and song, the slaves identified with the 
ancient Hebrews. While in bondage in Babylon and Egypt, 
the Hebrews had been, nevertheless, God’s chosen people. 
The protest—for God delivered the Hebrews from both of 
their captivities—was too obvious to be lost on whites. But as 
long as they were convinced—and the slaves obliged them— 
that blacks associated freedom with the afterlife, “crossing 
over Jordan,” their religion was not stifled.

Slaves presented a face to whites quite different from their 
face among their own people. Some consciously played to 
white beliefs in their inferiority by playing the lazy, dimwit-
ted, comical “Sambo,” patently incapable of taking care of 
himself. However, a few observant whites noticed that Sambo 
was quick-witted enough when they surprised him while he 
was talking to other slaves, or that he literally slaved in his 
garden and slept only when in the fields of cotton.

Although marriage between slaves had no legal standing, 
family was more vital among slaves than it is among poor Af-
rican Americans, poor whites, and, for that matter, the mid-
dle classes today. Both parents were present in two-thirds of 
slave families, the same proportion as among European peas-
ants at that time. Perhaps the most striking demonstration of 
the resiliency of African Americans, even when oppressed by 
slavery, is the fact that, in 1865, when slavery was abolished, 

Harriett Tubman (far left) with a “cargo” she has led from bondage in Maryland to relative safety in Pennsylvania. To guarantee
freedom after 1850, when Tubman was a conductor on the “underground railroad,” runaway slaves (especially those from nearby 
Maryland) had to make their way to Canada with the help of other conductors and station masters. Tubman made nineteen trips 
into the South at great risk. Legally she was herself still a slave and the penalties for helping slaves escape were harsh.

Be
ttm

an
n/

CO
RB

IS

RESISTANCE 317
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there were ten times more blacks in the United States than 
had been imported from Africa and the West Indies between 
1619 and 1807. The American slave population was the only 

slave population in the Western Hemisphere to increase as a 
result of natural reproduction. 
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From Sea to 
Shining Sea
Expansion 1820–1848

Our manifest destiny is to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for 
the free development of our yearly multiplying millions.

—John Louis O’Sullivan

Poor Mexico, so far from God, so close to the United States.
—Porfiro Díaz

T
he Louisiana Purchase and the Adams-Oñis Treaty 
seemed to establish a permanent western bound-
ary for the United States. The Rocky Mountains 
were a formidable natural barrier and beyond 
them was (so most people believed) forbidding 

desert that could be crossed only by heroic efforts. With the 
Atlantic to the east and the demilitarized Great Lakes to the 
north, Americans were secure.

But not necessarily satisfied. The Adams-Oñis agreement 
established the Sabine River as the boundary between the 
United States and Mexico, but would-be cotton barons could 
see that the land on the west bank was as fertile and well 
watered as the cotton lands in Louisiana. By 1821, with the 
consent of newly independent Mexico,  Americans began to 
cross the Sabine.

MEXICO’S BORDERLANDS
New Spain—Mexico—was the jewel of the Spanish Empire 
for three centuries. A small elite of Spanish-born gachupines
and Mexican-born but Caucasian criollos monopolized the 
best lands, living well off the labor of some slaves but, mostly, 
péons, Indians and the people who were the large major-
ity of the population, the mestizos of European and Native 
 American blood blended over centuries.

Expansion to the North
Just as Americans migrated westward, Mexicans expanded 
from the heart of New Spain to the north but, because 

of the government’s tight controls on them, more slowly. 
Common people were rarely in the vanguard. They fol-
lowed the military who established posts in the lands of 
warlike Indians and missionaries where the tribes had 
been pacifi ed.

In 1609, contemporary with the founding of Jamestown, 
Santa Fe was established near the headwaters of the Rio 
Bravo del Norte (the Rio Grande), about 75 miles from the 
Indian pueblo of Taos, where Franciscan missionaries built 
a mission. Beginning later in the century, Franciscan priests 
founded more than twenty-five missions for the Indians on 
several Texas rivers. They were surrounded by sturdy walls to 
defend against the Comanches, a ferocious tribe of raiders 
feared by other Indians. (Sometimes the mission chapel was 
fortified as a kind of castle keep, a final refuge.)

Much later, beginning in 1769, another Franciscan 
friar, Junípero Serra, laid out a string of missions in Alta 
 California (“Upper California,” now the state of  California). 
Serra was motivated by the missionary impulse to save 
souls. The viceroy of Mexico financed his project in order 
to establish an actual Spanish presence in the distant coastal 
province which navigators from other European nations 
were visiting. Serra’s design, more or less completed in 1823, 
long after his death, was to establish a mission every 30 miles 
along the camino real (“royal highway,” then a trail, now U.S. 
101) so that a traveler on horseback could find dinner and 
shelter every night, and a foot traveler every second night. 
Presidios (military posts) near each mission would provide 
security. The Mexicans followed the friars and soldiers who 
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supported themselves by raising cattle, exporting hides and 
tallow (animal fat that has been rendered, melted down, and 
clarified).

The Santa Fe Trade
New Mexico’s products—furs and silver—were high in 
value and potentially profi table. But they could be exported 
only by mule train down the Rio Grande. The cost of over-
land transportation 300 miles from Santa Fe through rug-
ged, arid country to El Paso and 1,000 more miles to the 
Gulf of Mexico (1,300 miles to a seaport on the Gulf of 
California) was prohibitive. There were few of life’s ameni-
ties in Santa Fe.

Missouri was just 800 miles away and the terrain was 
mostly gentle. Until 1819, however, Americans were banned 

from Spanish territory. The odd trespasser was arrested, 
sometimes roughly treated, and deported.

In 1821, with traders welcome, William Becknell of 
 Franklin, Missouri, set off cross country in a wagon packed 
with cloth, shoes, tools, and some luxury items. Finding his 
way by compass and dead reckoning across what is now 
 Kansas, he blazed a workable trail to Santa Fe. The 7,000 in-
habitants of the town were so delighted to see him that they 
paid Becknell many times what his merchandise was worth 
in furs, gold, and silver.

Annually for fourteen years, a convoy of wagons rolled 
down the Santa Fe Trail. A few Missourians, such as horse 
handler and scout Christopher “Kit” Carson, settled in New 
Mexico, adapting easily to the Spanish-Indian culture. The 
presence of even a few sassones (Saxons) in Santa Fe and the 
vital overland trade forged a link between New Mexico and 
the United States that was—no matter the flag that flew, the 
religion practiced, and the language spoken—more substan-
tial than the link between Santa Fe and Mexico City.

The Great American Desert
Most Americans, including the Santa Fe traders, believed that 
the territory the trail crossed was worthless except as a highway. 
At about 100° longitude (central Kansas), the land gradually 
rises from an elevation of 2,000 feet to, at the base of the Rock-
ies, 5,000 to 7,000 feet. These high plains lie in the rain shadow 
of the Rockies. Before the westerly winds reach the plains, the 
moisture in them is scooped out by the great mountains. 

Save for cottonwoods along the rivers, few trees grew 
on the plains. The vastness of the landscape unnerved 
 Americans accustomed to dense forests and vistas inter-
rupted by woods. When they gazed over the windblown buf-
falo grass, they thought not of farmland, but of the ocean. 
Indeed, the Santa Fe traders called their wagons “prairie 
schooners.” Less poetic military mapmakers labeled the 
plains “the Great  American Desert.”

It was a mistake to believe, as Americans did, that only land 
that grew trees naturally would support crops. However, it 
was true enough that the tough sod of the plains, formed by 
centuries of grasses growing, dying, and thatching, was more 
than a blunt cast-iron plowshare pulled by a yoke of oxen or 

A wagon train loaded with trade goods enters Santa Fe after an 800 mile 
trip from Missouri across the plains of what is now Kansas, the Oklahoma 
panhandle, and Texas. Just about anything manufactured in the United 
States could be in the wagons, including some luxuries for the small New 
Mexican elite. The traders returned to Missouri with furs, gold, and silver.
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a pair of horses could turn over. And there was not enough 
rainfall west of 100° longitude to sustain a grain crop. Travel-
ers through the region observed that the grass that supported 
10 million bison would fatten cattle too. But how could the 
hypothetical steers be gotten back East where the butcher 
shops were? 

The Texians
The Great Plains extended into Texas, the northernmost 
part of the Mexican state of Coahuila. There, cattle could 
be grazed within driving distance of the Gulf of Mexico and 
transported by boat to New Orleans. In 1819, a Connecticut 
Yankee named Moses Austin was attracted by the economic 
possibilities of grazing and even more by the suitability 

of eastern Texas to cotton cultivation. He proposed to the 
Mexicans that, in return for land grants, American settlers 
would settle the country and provide a counterforce to the 
 Comanche, whose ferocity had discouraged Mexican settlers.

Moses Austin died but, in 1821, his son Stephen concluded 
the negotiations. He was licensed to bring 300 American 
families to Texas, each to receive 177 acres of farmland and 
13,000 acres of grassland, an extraordinary giveaway. The 
contract required American immigrants to abide by Mexican 
law, to adopt the Spanish language, and to conform to the 
Roman Catholic religion. But for any government to expect 
the people of an alien culture living adjacent to their native 
land to alter their ways so radically was foolish (or the fruit of 
corruption in Mexico City). 

The Alamo
Feb. 24–Mar. 6, 1836

Goliad
Mar. 19, 1836

Taos Pueblo

MAP 19:1 Americans in the Mexican Borderlands, 1819–1848. The Santa Fe Trail, which annually brought traders hauling 
American manufactures to New Mexico, was welcomed by the isolated population there. At first, American settlers in Texas were 
welcomed by the Mexican government. However, when they ignored Mexico’s requirement they convert to Catholicism and Mexico’s 
abolition of slavery, the stage was set for a violent confrontation that led to Texan independence.
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Many of the earliest Texians (the name they originally 
gave themselves) were baptized Catholic, including Stephen  
Austin, who banned Protestant clergymen from Texas and, in 
1826, drove a ragtag force from Louisiana out of  Nacogdoches, 
just inside Texas. Austin was a good citizen. But he did not 
force immigrants to become Catholic, and most did not.

With land a tenth of the cost of similar land in Louisiana 
(and land grants much larger), Texas was soon overwhelm-
ingly “Anglo” in population. By 1834, 15,000 of Texas’s 20,000 
whites were from the United States. They never did bridle the 
Comanche (who remained free agents until the Civil War), 
but they prospered and paid their taxes. There was no seri-
ous conflict with Mexican authorities until, in 1829, Mexico 
abolished slavery. Texian cotton growers depended on slaves 
to raise their crop and some grazers had slave vaqueros (cow-
boys). There were about 2,000 African Americans in a total 
non-Indian population of about 22,000. 

For several years, the Texians got away with ignoring the 
abolition of slavery. Then, in 1833, General Antonio Lopez 
de Santa Anna seized power in Mexico City. In order to end 
the squabbling that had plagued Mexican politics since inde-
pendence and promoting a sense of Mexican nationality, he 
 centralized the government and cancelled American trading 
privileges in Santa Fe. Anglo-Texans feared for the considerable 
autonomy they had enjoyed and their economic connections 
with the United States, to say nothing of their illegal slaves.

Several hundred Anglo and a few Hispanic Texans seized 
the only military post in Texas, at San Antonio. Like the 
American rebels before 1776, they insisted they were fight-
ing for the rights they had traditionally exercised as Mexican 
citizens. However, some spoke of independence and annexa-
tion to the United States from the start.

The Alamo
Like George III, Santa Anna had no intention of parleying 
with rebels. Indeed, he welcomed the uprising in Texas as an 
opportunity to rally the Mexican people around a national 
cause. In 1836, he led an army of 6,000 to San  Antonio, 

 assuming that the 200 Texans and a few newly arrived 
 Americans who were holed up in an old mission compound 
called the Alamo (cottonwood tree) would, sensibly, surren-
der without a fi ght. Thence he would establish the authority 
of the national government in the province.

Among the men in the Alamo were several who were well 
known in the United States—celebrities. The commander of 
the garrison was William Travis, a Texan who had taken over 
from James Bowie, inventor of the famous double-edged knife, 
who was unable to rise from a sickbed. Even better known in the 
United States was the Whig politician from Tennessee, David 
“Davy” Crockett, a political opponent of Andrew  Jackson. 
Recruiting rebels east of San Antonio was a good friend of 
 Jackson and former governor of Tennessee, Sam Houston.

When the tiny force in the Alamo refused to surrender, 
Santa Anna had to choose between besieging the fort or con-
taining it with part of his army and moving on to nip Hous-
ton’s recruitment efforts before they bore fruit. Houston was 
having problems. Many Texans were uneasy about confront-
ing professional soldiers.

Santa Anna chose to sit in San Antonio for ten days, more 
infuriated daily that the defenders of the Alamo (whose po-
sition was indeed hopeless) would not surrender. The “rules 
of war” said that when a hopelessly besieged force does not 
surrender, thus costing the attacking army unnecessary casu-
alties, those defenders who survive the battle are not entitled 
to quarter. So, when Santa Anna captured the Alamo, at a 
terrible cost in men, his orders that all male prisoners be shot 
was not really the atrocity that Texans represented. (When, 
two weeks later at Golead, Santa Anna massacred 365 Texans 
who had surrendered, it was a different story but, somehow, 
the Alamo victims were the ones remembered as martyrs.)

San Jacinto
The delaying action of the defenders of the Alamo and 
Santa Anna’s execution of prisoners solved Sam Houston’s 
 recruitment problems. He had a real if out-numbered army 
behind him when, on the banks of the San Jacinto River on 

Santa Anna: A Curse Upon 
Mexico
Antonio López de Santa Anna was a 
courageous, even reckless soldier. 
He was also among the worst things 
that happened to Mexico during the 
nineteenth century. Juan O’Donoju, the 
last Spanish colonial governor of Mexico 
whom Santa Anna fought to overthrow, 
predicted his future as he prepared the 
return to Spain: “That young man will live 
to make his country weep.”

Santa Anna was president of Mexico 
eleven times, a major contributor to the 

nation’s political instability. He stole on a 
colossal scale from both the nation and 
(with forged documents) his neighbors. Just 
between Vera Cruz and Jalapa, a distance 
of miles, he owned nearly 500,000 acres, 
much of the land ill-gotten, 40,000 head of 
cattle, and thousands of horses. His military 
decisions at the Alamo, San Jacinto, and 
Buena Vista contributed vitally to Mexico’s 
defeats. Yet with each of the disasters 
to which he contributed, he grew more 
egocentric, pathologically so at the end.

He even managed to inflict a new 
addiction on Americans. Between 1841 

and 1844, exiled from Mexico, he lived in 
New York where he indulged his habit of 
chewing chicle, sap from the sapodilla 
tree. When he hurried back to Mexico 
to have another go at the presidency, 
he left his stash behind. It fell into the 
hands of Thomas Adams who marketed 
it as an alternative to chewing tobacco, 
a ubiquitous habit thought filthy in polite 
society. Adams made a decent living from 
“chewing gum.” Fifty years later, it made 
William Wrigley very, very rich when he 
hit on the idea of sweetening and flavoring 
the chicle, calling it “Juicy Fruit.”



April 21, he routed the Mexicans and captured Santa Anna. In 
order to secure his release, Santa Anna agreed to the indepen-
dence of Texas with its southern boundary at the Rio Grande 
rather than the Rio Nueces, which had been the boundary 
of Texas under Mexican authority. As soon as he was free, 
Santa Anna repudiated the agreement and the government 
that succeeded him (he was promptly  overthrown) refused 
to recognize the Republic of Texas, let alone the Rio Grande 
border. Nonetheless, so as not to push their luck and provoke 
an invasion, few Texans moved south of the Nueces.

The Lone Star Republic
In October 1836, Sam Houston was inaugurated president 
of a republic patterned on the United States and dispatched 

a minister to Washington. Houston hoped that his friend 
 Jackson would push for an annexation bill in Congress  before 
he left the presidency the next year. Jackson liked the idea of 
sewing the “Lone Star” of the Texas republic on the Ameri-
can fl ag. However, Congress was embroiled in a debate in 
which the topic of slavery was being bandied about and the 
Texas constitution protected slavery. Jackson recognized 
Texas independence on his last day in offi ce in order to spare 
his northern successor, Martin Van Buren, political problems 
on that score, but he avoided recommending statehood.

Van Buren opposed annexation and was able to dodge 
a controversy because he had worse troubles, the Panic of 
1837. The disappointed Texans, worried about facing a 
 Mexican invasion better commanded than Santa  Anna’s, 

A fanciful depiction of the final moments at the Alamo. The ailing Jim Bowie is in the archway at the left lying on a cot but still fighting 
away. (Who knows?) The heroic figure in fringed buckskin and coonskin cap is Davy Crockett. (If he ever wore a coon tail on a fur hat, 
it was unlikely he was wearing one at the battle at the Alamo.) Some accounts of the battle have Crockett fighting to the end, as in this 
picture; others say he was shot from a distance by a sniper; yet others have him surrendering only to be executed.
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looked to Europe for an ally. They sent out feelers to 
 Leopold I, king of the Belgians, offering him a huge grant of 
land in return for a loan and a military presence that, with 
a war against the Netherlands coming to an end, he had 
available. But the United States warned Leopold off. (The 
king occupied himself by encouraging a marriage between 
his niece, Queen Victoria, and another member of his fam-
ily, Prince Albert.)

Texas then turned to Great Britain. British mills were al-
ready making deals to buy Texas cotton, and both political 
parties were favorable to the idea of an independent Texas 
under British protection as a barrier to further  American 
expansion to the southwest. The hang-up was slavery. 
 Parliament had recently abolished slavery throughout the 
empire ( Britain had her militant evangelicals too), and 
the Royal  Navy’s ongoing campaign to wipe out the trans-
 Atlantic slave trade was popular. A British government com-
mitted to protecting a state run by slaveholders ran the risk 
of being voted out of office.

THE OREGON COUNTRY
The American government was uneasy about British infl u-
ence in Texas. The joint occupation of Oregon, so good an 
idea when next to no Canadians or Americans lived there, had 
become an irritant when American missionaries and farmers 
began to settle in numbers in the Willamette River Valley.

Mountain Men
Spain’s claim to Oregon was never more than nominal. Span-
ish infl uence ended at the northernmost mission at Sonoma, 
just north of San Francisco, and it was nebulous there. So, 
after 1819, the northern boundary of Mexico was set at 42° 
north latitude (the present California-Oregon line) and Russia 
 withdrew to Alaska above 54° 40' north latitude. The jointly 
occupied Oregon Country lay between the two parallels.

Trappers and Indians
The mountain men needed the friendship of at least 
one Indian tribe, a second reason to take an Indian 
wife. With tribal enmities in the Northwest strong, 
however, identification with one people meant that 
others were enemies. In confrontations, the trappers’ 
rifles gave them little edge. The large-bore Hawkens 
they favored for their stopping power were accurate 
to a hundred yards, 20 or 30 yards more than an Indian 
archer’s arrow. But it took half a minute to reload a Hawken. 
A good Indian bowman could shoot ten arrows in that time.

The tribe most respected was the Blackfoot. So great 
was the fear of them that when, by 1840, overtrapping had 
destroyed the beaver population all over the West, the 
species remained numerous in Blackfoot country.

Harvesting the Beaver
Trapping beaver was not a Sierra Club wilderness adventure. 
It was hard work—and cold work, because the best pelts 
were taken when the animals were wearing their winter 
coats. The entrance to a beaver burrow was several feet 
below the surface of a river or pond. A trap weighing 
5 pounds was anchored near the entryway and baited with 
the beaver’s marking scent. The beaver died by drowning.

After cleaning, the pelt of an adult weighed about 
2 pounds. At the annual rendezvous, trappers were paid 
$3 per pound, more if they took their pay in merchandise. 
So, in order to earn enough income for a year, a trapper had 
to harvest hundreds of animals. To move their cargos, they 
needed pack horses, which were expensive. Jedediah Smith 
bought broken-down nags by the dozen in California and sold 
them in the mountains for $50 each ($150 on one occasion) 
to mountain men whose horses had been stolen or killed by 
abuse.

American emigrants to Oregon were guided by the only 
people who knew the way, fur trappers popularly called 
“mountain men,” Americans and Canadians who disap-
peared into the Rockies for eleven months each year to trap 
beaver. Some were freelancers, forming groups of a dozen or 
so for protection and company. The majority were employees 
of Canada’s Hudson’s Bay Company and John Jacob Astor’s 
American Fur Company. At the peak of the fur trade, after 

A mountain man and his equipage, drawn by the celebrated 
illustrator of western subjects, Frederic Remington. Remington 
never knew a real mountain man; he was born in 1861. But 
his research was solid and this portrayal rings true.
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the War of 1812, there may have been 500 mountain men in 
the wilderness. About half of them took Indian wives.

Before 1825, they took their pelts to the companies’ head-
quarters on the Columbia River. Beginning in 1825, with the 
beaver population drastically reduced except in the most 
isolated mountain valleys, they met buyers at a prearranged 
site for “rendezevous” on the Platte, Sweetwater, or Big Horn 
Rivers. For a few weeks, buyers, mountain men, and Indians 
traded, drank, generally enjoyed a riotous orgy, and now and 
then bit off the ear of an old pal.

Geography Teachers
A few mountain men were legends during their lifetimes. 
Jedediah Smith identifi ed South Pass in Wyoming, where 
most overland emigrants crossed the continental divide. 
Smith should also have been singled out because he was 
pious and abstemious; he neither drank alcohol nor slept 
with Indian women. (Other mountain men, who were none 
of the above, certainly noticed.) Jim Beckwourth, the son of 
an African American woman and a white man, discovered 
the lowest (therefore, the least snowy) pass through the 

The Patricios

Half of the American soldiers who fought in the Mexican 
War were foreign-born. Half of them were immigrants 
from Ireland. Twenty-five percent of the army was Irish; 
yet others were the sons of Irish immigrants.

Like other recruits, some enlisted for patriotic reasons. 
Irish-Americans were famous for their patriotic obser-
vances. And for their Democratic party and proslavery 
politics. If northeastern Whigs called the Mexican War a 
slave-owners’ land grab, that was no deterrent to Irish im-
migrants in Philadelphia, New York, and Boston. 

Other Irish enlistees were destitute young men for 
whom the army meant shelter, good clothing, and three 
meals a day. The mid-1840s were the years of Ireland’s 
Great Famine when desperate half-starved emigrants 
crammed into “famine ships” where the mortality rate on 
the Atlantic crossing was worse than it had been on the 
slave ships out of Africa. Army recruiters met immigrant 
ships at the docks. Many hundreds of hungry men enlisted 
as their first act on American soil.

Whatever an individual’s reasons for signing up, army 
life lost many of its charms in Mexico. The death rate 
from disease in the camps for all soldiers was worse than 
in any other American war. Most of the Irish troops were 
Roman Catholic and many junior officers were both na-
tivists (anti-immigrant) and anti-Catholic. The evidence 
that Irish Catholic soldiers were discriminated against, 
bullied, and prevented from attending mass or confess-
ing to a priest before battles is anecdotal but persuasive. 
Every soldier heard anti-Mexican propaganda that often 
included reminders that the Mexicans were superstitious 
Catholic idolators. It went down well enough with Protes-
tant soldiers who had heard about the evils of the Roman 
Church all their lives. It did not please Catholic Irishmen 
who, for one reason or another, were disenchanted with 
the army.

Soldiers of all backgrounds began to desert Zachary 
Taylor’s army as soon as it crossed into Mexican territory. 
(Total desertions ranged between 15 percent and 20 per-
cent each year of the war.) Most tried to get back to the 
United States where they could disappear. Others, the 

Irish most conspicuously, deserted to Mexican lines. Some 
chose to fight on the “Catholic side.” Others were lured by 
printed promises or whispers by Mexican infiltrators in 
the American camps that Americans who enlisted in the 
Mexican army would be paid better (an American private 
was paid a meager $7 a month) and, when the war was 
over, be given 300 acres of land.

Most deserters who joined the Mexican army were kept 
together in the Batalion de San Patricio, the Saint Patrick’s 
Battalion, where they were augmented by a few prison-
ers of war whom the Mexicans recruited and Irishmen 
living in Mexico before the war began. Mexicans fondly 
called them colorados (the red-haired ones) and Patricios 
(the Patricks). At Buena Vista, they manned artillery and, 
according to American troops, fought better than anyone 
else in the Mexican lines.

Joining the retreat to Mexico City, the Saint Patrick’s 
Battalion fought in every battle against Winfield Scott’s 
army, but as infantrymen. At Churubusco, assigned to a 
position where retreat was next to impossible, and know-
ing that if captured they would be shot, 260 Patricios al-
most alone delayed the American advance for a full day.

By the end of the fighting, eighty-five alleged Patricios 
were American prisoners. Thirteen were released when it 
was determined that they had not fought in the battalion or 
had never been United States soldiers. Of the seventy-two 
who were tried in court martials, seventy were sentenced 
to death. General Scott pardoned five (he thought the evi-
dence against them faulty) and reduced the sentences of 
fifteen. Fifty were executed, thirty at Chapultepec. 

The Patricios were (and are) remembered as national 
heroes in Mexico, and they are commemorated annually in 
County Galway in Ireland. Ironically, historians who have 
identified 103 individuals who fought in the Saint Patrick’s 
Battalion, discovered that only 40 of them were Irish, al-
though another 22 who were born in the United States may 
have been Irish-American. Several nationalities were repre-
sented, but most of the non-Irish Patricios were German. 
Rather more surprising, while most of the Patricios were 
Roman Catholic, a significant minority was not.

How They Lived
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Webster–Ashburton Line, 1842

The Oregon Country
before 1846

New states

Compromise Line, 1846

DISPUTED
TERRITORY
UNTIL 1848

MAP 19:2 Americans in the West to 1849. In 1846, Britain and the United States divided the Oregon Country at the 49th parallel. 
Northern Utah was still Mexican territory when the Mormons began to settle it. By the time of the discovery of gold in California,
however, Mexico had ceded the entire southwest to the United States.

 Sierra Nevada. His cronies valued him for his toughness and 
bravery but, even in a society in which the tall tale was king, 
they said that it was wise not to believe a word Beckwourth 
said. There was little race consciousness in the mountains. 
Polette Labross was an African American who traveled with 
Jedediah Smith. Many of the French Canadian trappers were 
metís, “half-breeds.”

Jim Bridger, perhaps the greatest mountain man of them 
all, was a walking, talking atlas of the West. He explored al-
most every nook of the Rockies. He was the first non-Indian to 
lay eyes on the Great Salt Lake. The geographic knowledge of 
the mountain men was their great legacy. Along with a young 
army officer sent west, John C. Frémont, a better self-publicist 
than wilderness explorer (he was guided by a mountain man, 
Kit Carson, who saved his skin on several occasions), they 
taught the folks back home that while it would be a long, hard 
journey, it was possible to cross the continent—with wagons.

The Oregon Trail
Among the fi rst to make the six-month journey for the pur-
pose of settling in the Oregon Country were missionaries. 
In 1834, eight years before Frémont’s fi rst expedition, the 
Methodists sent Jason Lee, a longtime circuit rider, to the 
 Indians. In 1835, four Nez Percés visited the American Board 
of Foreign Missions and, so the board reported, persuaded 
them that the gospel their tribe wanted to hear was the Pres-
byterian. In 1836, Marcus and Narcissa Whitman carried it 
to them on foot. (The Whitmans converted a Scot, a French 
Canadian, and a Hawai’ian, but not a single Indian; in 1847, 
Indians blamed a measles epidemic on the Whitmans and 
murdered them.) The Catholic University at St. Louis sent 
Father Pierre-Jean de Smet to Oregon.

The wagon trains on Frémont’s Oregon Trail, the first ones 
in 1843, usually set out from Independence, Missouri, a city 
that had specialized in outfitting overland travelers since the 



The overland trail forked near the Snake River. The Oregon Trail followed the Snake to the northwest; the California trail branched 
southwest into what is now Nevada. This extraordinary photograph, with two wagon trains side by side, indicates how crowded the
trail could be during the 1850s.
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 littered the trail. Long before the annual river of wagons wore 
ruts into the sod and rock (some can be seen today), profes-
sional guides were no longer  necessary. The Oregon Trail was 
marked with broken furniture, discarded barrels, broken-down 
wagons, the skeletons of animals, and simple grave markers. 
Death from accidents or disease, particularly cholera, was part 
of the adventure. But it was impossible to lose the way.

Manifest Destiny
By 1845, the American population of the Columbia and 
 Willamette Valleys had grown to 7,000. The Hudson’s Bay 
Company prudently moved its headquarters from the mouth 
of the Columbia to Vancouver Island. What is now the state of 
Washington was a buffer zone between British and American 
population centers. There were occasional clashes—brawls, 
not battles—but the possibility of worse was obvious.

The Americans in Oregon wanted an end to joint occupa-
tion. In July 1843, a group met at Champoeg and established 
a provisional territorial government under the American 
flag. Some Democratic party politicians back East called for 
unilateral annexation of the Oregon Country. They were as 
interested in “twisting the lion’s tail,” taunting the British, a 
nonissue popular with demagogues with nothing else to say, 
as in affecting policy.
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Santa Fe trail had opened. The first great “Oregon or Bust-
ers,” a thousand in 1843, took oaths to observe strict rules of 
behavior and to cooperate for the duration of the crossing.

Guided by hired mountain men, the emigrants crossed 
Kansas to the Platte River and followed that broad, shal-
low stream to Fort Laramie, the army’s westernmost out-
post. They crossed the continental divide over South Pass 
and struggled to near the Snake River, which flows into the 
Columbia and the Pacific. A wagon train covered up to 20 
miles a day or as few as none at all, depending on the terrain 
and the weather. At night, exhausted by the killing labor of 
moving dozens of wagons and several hundred head of oxen, 
horses, mules, and cattle (Kit Carson crossed the continent 
with a huge flock of sheep), the emigrants drew their prai-
rie schooners into a hollow square or circle as a precaution 
against Indian attack.

In fact, Indians threatened but knew better than to attack 
large, well-organized expeditions armed with rifles. While 
hardly delighted to see hordes of white strangers crossing their 
ancestral hunting lands (3,000 in 1845), these whites were, at 
least, passing through. Theft, however, was a constant prob-
lem for the emigrants. Indians made a game of stealing horses 
that strayed too far from the caravans. They also traded with 
the travelers and picked up the discarded gewgaws that soon 
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But the idea of aggressive territorial expansion was taking 
on an unprecedented life at the grass roots. (The annexations 
of Louisiana and Florida had been quietly initiated at the top 
and sprung as a surprise on the nation.) To some, territorial 
expansion was a sacred national duty. Democratic party pro-
pagandists claimed that the United States had an obligation to 
increase the domain in which democracy and liberty held sway. 
It remained for a New York journalist, John O’Sullivan, to coin 
a catchphrase. It was, he wrote, the “manifest destiny” of the 
United States—clearly God’s will—to expand from sea to sea.

The Texas Debate
Some southerners added slavery to the list of American in-
stitutions to be carried across the continent. In 1843, then 
Secretary of State John C. Calhoun asked the Senate to annex 

Texas lest growing British infl uence result in the abolition of 
slavery there. He won the support of some northern Demo-
crats such as Lewis Cass of Michigan and James Buchanan of 
Pennsylvania. But not enough of them. In 1844, the Senate 
rejected Calhoun’s proposal by a 2 to 1 vote. Every Whig but 
one voted nay. 

Most northern Whigs opposed the addition of new slave 
states to the Union except for Florida (which became a state 
the next year). Except for the Indian Territory (Oklahoma) 
slavery was illegal in all the western lands. Moreover, the 
Whigs argued that annexing Texas would lead to a war with 
Mexico in which the Mexicans, not the Americans, would be 
in the right. 

Neither of the likely presidential nominees of 1844 was 
happy to see Texas annexation shaping up as the principal 
issue of the campaign. Henry Clay knew that his Whig party, 
already strained by slavery issues, might split in two over 
Texas. Martin Van Buren, who commanded a majority of 
delegates to the Democratic nominating convention, had the 
same problem. The Democrats were torn between proslavery 
and antislavery factions. If the two candidates took opposite 
stands on the question, both of their parties would be dis-
arrayed as voters voted on Texas rather than on party lines. 
Neither partisan old rogue wanted that. They met quietly 
and agreed that both would oppose annexation and compete 
on more comfortable issues.

Their unusual bargain presented lame-duck President 
Tyler with an opportunity. He would be a third candidate 
favoring annexation. Tyler had no party behind him, so his 
announcement did not disturb Clay and Van Buren. Then 

Weary, sunburned, dusty, tough-looking emigrants bound overland. It is probably Sunday when many wagon trains, for 
religious reasons or just to give their livestock a break, stayed where they were.
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“Dark Horse”
The term “dark horse,” which Americans applied to surprise 
presidential candidates (a species now extinct) came from 
a novel, The Young Duke, published in 1832 by future British 
prime minister Benjamin Disraeli: “A dark horse which never 
had been thought of, and which the careless St. James had 
never even observed in the list, rushed past the grandstand in 
sweeping triumph.” The phrase was part of race track lingo 
when the Democrats nominated James K. Polk to run for 
president in 1844. Other dark horse presidential candidates 
were James A. Garfield (1880), William Jennings Bryan (1896), 
and Wendell Willkie (1940).



occurred one of those unlikely events that unexpectedly 
changes the course of history. Manifest Destiny Democrats 
revived a neglected party rule that a presidential nominee 
win the support of two-thirds of the delegates to the con-
vention, not just a simple majority. Having declared against 
annexation, Van Buren was stymied. Pro-Texas Democrats 
numbered far more than a third of the delegates.

After eight ballots, the convention turned to a dark-horse 
candidate, that is, a man who was not a contender for the 
nomination. He was James Knox Polk of Tennessee, a pro-
tégé of Jackson not yet 50 years old. (Supporters called him 
“Young Hickory.”) Polk was a Van Buren man but, person-
ally, he favored annexation of Texas; he was a perfect com-
promise candidate.

The Election of 1844
“Who is Polk?” the Whigs asked scornfully. The sarcasm was 
misplaced. Polk had not been seeking the nomination, but 
he was well-known. He had been governor of Tennessee and 
served in Congress for fourteen years, several of them as 
Speaker. Nevertheless, he lacked the stature of Henry Clay. A 
frail, small man with a look of melancholy about him, Polk was 
priggish, disapproving of alcohol, dancing, and playing cards.

At first, Henry Clay was delighted to have Polk as his op-
ponent. After three attempts, he would be president at last. 
The partyless Tyler and the colorless Polk would divide the 
pro-Texas vote. The anti-Texas vote, including the antislavery 
Democrats who would have voted for Van Buren, was his.

Then another piece of sky fell. Tyler withdrew from the 
contest and every wind brought Clay news that Manifest 
Destiny was carrying the day. He began to waffle on expan-
sion. His equivocation on Texas may have cost Clay the elec-
tion by angering anti-annexation Whigs in New York State 
which, as so often in the nineteenth century, was the key to 
the election. Polk carried New York by a scant 5,000 votes. 
Counties that had voted Whig for ten years gave 16,000 
votes to James G. Birney, the candidate of the abolitionist 
Liberty party. 

Encouraged by the election results and egged on by the 
Secretary of State Calhoun, Tyler moved on the Texas ques-
tion. He could not muster the two-thirds vote in the Senate 
that ratification of a treaty requires, but he had a majority 
of both houses of Congress behind him. Three days before 
Polk’s inauguration, Congress approved a joint resolution 
with the Texas Congress making the Lone Star Republic the 
twenty-eighth state.

A Successful President
In terms of defi ning his goals clearly and, in the four years 
he allotted himself, accomplishing each of them, he must be 
considered one of the most successful of presidents. Shortly 
before he was inaugurated, Polk declared he would serve only 
one term. In that time he would secure Texas to the Union; 
acquire New Mexico and California from Mexico; and annex 
the Oregon Country.

Amusing in the 
extravagance of its 
symbolism, this is a 
splendid representation 
of the exuberance of 
American expansion: 
Indians and bison flee 
before emigrants—
miners and farmers—
followed by the telegraph, 
the overland stagecoach, 
and the railroad. The 
rider to the left of the 
giantess symbolizing 
civilization is a pony 
express rider.
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Polk was a hardworking president, an over  worker, a con-
fessed micromanager. “I prefer to supervise the whole opera-
tions of the government myself,” he said, “rather than entrust 
the public business to subordinates.” With Texas already in 
the bag, he turned to Oregon, publically embracing a chau-
vinistic slogan of the day: “Fifty-four Forty or Fight!” That is, 
if the British did not agree to cede the entire Oregon Country 
to the United States (up to the boundary of Russian America 
at 54° 40' north latitude), he would ask Congress for a dec-
laration of war.

Polk’s saber rattling was all for show. The Democrats were 
comfortably in control of Congress, but Polk could never have 
persuaded all of them to vote for a war of aggression to abro-
gate an agreement (joint occupation) to which both countries 
had freely agreed. Polk himself, expecting war with Mexico, had 
no intention of fighting the British too. He let it be known that 
he would “settle” for an extension of the Webster-Ashburton 
line, 49° north latitude, through the Oregon country with Brit-
ain retaining all of Vancouver Island. The 49th parallel suited 
the British fine; they had few interests south of it. Except for a 
minor adjustment of the border in the Strait of Juan de Fuca in 
1872, the American-Canadian boundary was final in 1846.

Polk was equally cynical in his designs on California and 
New Mexico, but less devious. The United States had no 
legal claim on either Mexican province. Nor could Polk 
claim, as he could about Texas and Oregon, that Califor-
nia and New Mexico were peopled largely by Americans. 
Unassimilated gringos were few in New Mexico, and there 
were only about 700 Americans in California among 6,000 
californios. Two years before Polk’s election, an American 
naval officer, Thomas Catesby Jones, somehow got it into 
his head that the United States was at war with Mexico and 
he seized Monterey, California’s provincial capital. When he 
learned that he was mistaken, he had to run down the flag 
and sail off, rather the fool. Jones was merely a few years 
ahead of the game. When Mexico turned down Polk’s offer 

to buy California and New Mexico for $30 million, he set 
out to take them by force.

War with Mexico
The luckless Santa Anna was back in power in Mexico City. 
This time, however, he was uncharacteristically cautious. 
He ordered Mexican troops in Coahuila not to provoke the 
Americans in Texas. It was no use. Polk was determined to 
have war. He drew up an address asking Congress for a dec-
laration of war on the grounds that the Mexican government 
owed $3 million to American banks. It was pretty weak stuff, 
and he did not have to use it. When, on Polk’s orders, Gen-
eral Zachary Taylor of Louisiana took 1,500 soldiers across 
the Nueces River into disputed territory, there was a skirmish 
with a Mexican patrol in which sixteen American soldiers 
were killed.

Affecting outrage, Polk declared that because of Mexican 
aggression, a state of war between the two nations already 
existed. Constitutionally, this was nonsense. Congress alone 
had the authority to declare war. (And it was not clear if the 
skirmish had been north of the Rio Grande.) But patriotic 
danders were up; Congress rubber-stamped Polk’s presiden-
tial declaration. 

The Mexican army was much larger than the American 
and there were several regiments the equal of any in the 
world. But a majority of troops were conscripts, debtors, 
and petty criminals given the choice between the army and 
prison. They were poorly equipped: many muskets were 
European castoffs and Mexican artillery was antiquated. 
Generals owed their rank not to merit, but to social con-
nections; many junior officers were social climbers who had 
bought their commissions. The army was demoralized by 
political instability.  And Mexico was divided and flat broke. 
Only seven of  Mexico’s nineteen states contributed men and 
money to the war effort. When, in September 1846, Santa 
Army marched north to confront Zachary Taylor, there were 
precisely 1,839 pesos in the national treasury.

The Campaigns
There were two American advances into California. To the 
south, after occupying Santa Fe in the summer of 1846, 
 Stephen W. Kearny marched his troops to California where 

Gringos
The origin of the word gringo, once a pejorative Mexican 
term for Americans, now inoffensive, is obscure. One 
theory is that it originated during the American occupation 
of Mexico City when a song popular with American troops 
began, “Green grows the grass . . .” To Mexicans, it was 
gobbledygook, but they caught the first two syllables and 
used them to refer to the norteamericanos. Another theory 
is that the word was a corruption of griego, “Greek,” which 
Mexicans applied to people speaking a foreign language in 
the same sense that Americans say, “it’s Greek to me.”

General John E. Wool and his staff in Saltillo, shortly 
before or after the battle of Buena Vista in 1846. This is 
believed to be the earliest surviving photograph of 
American soldiers.
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he fought a few minor engagements against hastily organized 
californio militia and small Mexican garrisons. In the north, 
John C. Frémont arrived in Sacramento to discover that a 
ragtag bunch of American civilians had, in a ludicrous imita-
tion of Texas, proclaimed the Bear Flag Republic.

In September, 1846, General Taylor advanced into north-
ern Mexico and defeated Mexican armies at Matamoros 

and Nuevo León (also known as the Battle of Monterey). 
Although “Old Rough and Ready,” as his men called him, 
showed shrewd tactical judgment, the Nuevo León garrison 
escaped. Polk, a man ruled by his prejudices, disliked Taylor 
and used his mistake as an excuse to divert many of Taylor’s 
troops to General Winfield Scott’s command. In February 
1847, Taylor’s depleted army of about 4,000 was attacked by 

  –

MAP 19:3 Campaigns of the Mexican War, 1846–1847. Frémont’s and Kearny’s invasions of California met little armed resistance. 
Zachary Taylor won the decisive battle of Buena Vista near Saltillo against the odds, but President Polk, in part to deny Taylor any 
more glory, reduced the size of his army so that he could not march on Mexico City. That campaign, commanded by Winfield Scott, 
followed the route of Cortes from Vera Cruz.
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about 15,000 Mexicans commanded by Santa Anna at Buena 
Vista. Miraculously, Taylor defeated the president (then, 
again, Santa Anna specialized in losing battles to inferior 
numbers) and Old Rough and Ready was, justifiably, an in-
stant national hero.

The next month, March 1847, Scott landed at Vera Cruz 
and fought his way toward Mexico City along the ancient 
route of Cortés. He won a big victory at Cerro Gordo and 
an even bigger one at Chapultepec, where he captured 3,000 
men and eight generals. On September 14, 1847, Scott donned 
one of the gaudy uniforms he loved (his men called him “Old 
Fuss and Feathers”) and occupied Mexico City, “the Halls of 
Montezuma.”

By the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, pretty much dic-
tated by Nicholas Trist and signed in February 1848, Mexico 
agreed to Texas’s Rio Grande boundary and ceded California 
and New Mexico, (including the present states of Arizona, 
Nevada, and Utah) to the United States. Mexico was paid $15 
million and relieved of its American debts.

 Mexico was dismembered like a carcass of beef. One-third 
of Mexican territory—an area larger than France and Spain 
combined—was detached because the Polk administration 
wanted it and the United States was strong enough to take 
it. While the failings of the Mexican military played a part in 
the national disaster, the reduction of the country to a rump 
could not but leave bitterness in the historical memory of the 
Mexican people.

The Opposition
Despite the president’s cynicism, the war was popular at home. 
The regular army could accept only a fraction of the young 
men who tried to enlist. When the governor of Tennessee 
called for 3,000 volunteers for the state militia, 30,000 showed 
up. Almost every battle was an American victory: Buena Vista 
was a near miracle and Chapultepec and Cerro Gordo were 
brilliantly commanded major confrontations. Only 1,700 
Americans died in battle (although 11,000 soldiers succumbed 
to disease, making for the worst casualty rate in the nation’s 
history). About 50,000 Mexican soldiers lost their lives.

There were dissenters, some openly critical of “Mr. Polk’s 
War,” many more people quietly unhappy. Although the two 
great commanders, Taylor and Scott, were both Whigs, some 
Whig congressmen, including a freshman representative 
from Illinois, Abraham Lincoln, voted against the declara-
tion and were never reconciled to what they considered a war 
to expand slavery. In the Senate, Thomas Corwin of Ohio 
warned his jingo colleagues, “If I were a Mexican, I would 
tell you, ‘Have you not room in your own country to bury 
your dead men? If you come into mine, we will greet you 
with bloody hands, and welcome you to hospitable graves.’” 
(Two decades later, President Abraham Lincoln named Cor-
win minister to Mexico, hoping that his sympathies in 1846 
would be remembered.)

In New England, Whig politicians and clergymen con-
demned the war from platform and pulpit. Ralph Waldo Em-
erson and much of the Massachusetts cultural establishment 
opposed it. Henry David Thoreau went to jail rather than 
pay a tax that, he said, would help pay for adding new slave 
states to the Union. 

Not even the officer corps of the regular army was unani-
mous in favor of war. Years later in his autobiography, Ulysses 
S. Grant, whose performance in Mexico was outstanding, 
remembered that he had been “bitterly opposed,” regarding 
the war “as one of the most unjust ever waged by a stronger 
against a weaker nation. . . . Even if the annexation itself could 
be justified, the manner in which the . . . war was forced upon 
Mexico cannot.”

Nicholas Trist, who negotiated the Treaty of Guadalupe-
Hidalgo for the United States, wrote of the day he signed the 
agreement, “Could those Mexicans have seen into my heart 
at that moment, they would have known that my feeling of 
shame as an American was strong.” The treaty was something 
“for every right-minded American to be ashamed of, and I was 
ashamed of it, most cordially and intensely ashamed of it.”

The vote in the Senate to ratify Guadalupe-Hidalgo was 
38 to 14. Had four senators changed their votes, the treaty 
would not have been approved.

Expansion Run Amok
Cynical as the treaty was, the Mexican acquisition was mod-
erate compared to the demands of some expansionists. Trist 
had to rush the negotiations because Polk had decided to 
seize even more of Mexico. Just about the time Trist’s treaty 
arrived in Washington, there was a rebellion in the Yucatan 
Peninsula, and the president asked Congress to authorize 
the army, which was still in Mexico, to take over the tropical 
province.

Polk also had designs on Spanish Cuba where the is-
land’s 350,000 slaves had long excited the imaginations of 
 proslavery southerners. Polk wanted to present Spain with a 
choice between selling Cuba and running the risk of a rebel-
lion fomented by the United States and followed by Ameri-
can military intervention.

Even more bizarre was J. D. B. De Bow, an influential 
southern editor. He wrote that it was the American destiny 
to absorb not only all of Mexico, but also the entire West 
Indies, Canada, and Hawai’i. And that was for appetizers. De 
Bow continued:

The gates of the Chinese empire must be thrown down 
by the men from the Sacramento and the Oregon, and 
the haughty Japanese tramplers upon the cross be en-
lightened in the doctrines of republicanism and the bal-
lot box. The eagle of the republic shall poise itself over the 
field of Waterloo, after tracing its flight among the gorges 
of the Himalaya or the Ural mountains, and a successor 
of Washington ascend the chair of universal empire.
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Apples of Discord 
Western Lands and Immigration
1844–1856

The United States will conquer Mexico, but it will be as the man who swallows the 
arsenic which brings him down in turn

—Ralph Waldo Emerson

T
he defeat of the Mexican army and the huge 
acquisition of land in the Treaty of  Guadalupe-
Hidalgo did not usher in even a few years of 
concord in the United States. The treaty was 
ratified in March 1848. Two months earlier, an 

American carpenter already living in California discovered 
gold. President Polk confirmed the discovery in December. 
The next year, a deluge of gold seekers populated the state, 
setting in motion a series of events that made the question 
of slavery in the new western territories the subject of a sec-
tional debate that almost led to the break-up of the Union. In 
1854, the question of slavery in the Louisiana Purchase lands, 
thought to be resolved for all time in the Missouri Compro-
mise of 1820, was reopened.

The immigration of destitute Irish Catholics, annually in-
creasing since the 1820s, became a flood in 1845, arousing 
fears and resentments so powerful that an anti-immigrant, 
anti-Catholic political party was, briefly, the second largest 
party in the United States.

SLAVERY AND THE WEST
Slavery had been the subject of acrimonious confl ict since the 
early 1830s. Abolitionists and slavery’s defenders had hurled 
anathemas at one another. But the debate had been between 
zealots, evangelical abolitionists on the one side and on the 
other, hyper-agitated southerners who called slavery a positive 
good. Mainstream politicians, both northerners and southern-
ers, tried to stay out of it; they were appalled that fanatics should 
be playing an ever-increasing role in political discourse. 

John Quincy Adams, who fought for the right of anti slavery 
petitioners to be heard in Congress, regarded the  rhetoric 

of extremist abolitionists like William Lloyd  Garrison as 
reprehensible. Thomas Hart Benton of  Missouri, himself 
a slave owner, was disgusted by southerners who were ob-
sessed with the question of slavery. It was like the biblical 
visitation of the plague of frogs in  Pharaoh’s Egypt: “You 
could not look on the table but there were frogs. You could 
not sit down at the banquet table but there were frogs, you 
could not go to the bridal couch and lift the sheets but there 
were frogs! We can see nothing, touch nothing, have no 
measures proposed, without having this pestilence thrust 
before us.”

Congress and Slavery
Democrats like Benton and Martin Van Buren and Whigs 
like Adams and Henry Clay were practical politicians. To 
them, the invective exchanged by abolitionists and  proslavery 
 extremists had no place in government where it could have 
no constructive end. Slavery had come to be defi ned as a “do-
mestic institution” within each state. Whether or not the in-
stitution was to be legal was for each state to decide.

Slavery could be abolished nationally by amending the 
Constitution, but that amendment was beyond the realm 
of reality. Amendments must be ratified by three-fourths of 
the states; in 1850, half the states protected slavery within 
their borders; none of them was going to ratify an  abolition 
amendment. When William Lloyd Garrison cursed the Con-
stitution and called on the free states to secede from the 
Union, it was because the abolition of slavery was politically 
impossible.

Congress had the power “to exercise exclusive legislation 
in all cases whatsoever” within the District of Columbia at 
that time; a congressional committee governed Washington. 
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Antislavery congressmen could and did call for banning the 
buying and selling of slaves in the capital. Northerners (and 
even some politicians from the border states) were open to 
the idea if only for cosmetic reasons. Slave auctions were 
ugly affairs at their best. The headquarters of professional 
slave traders were jails where the merchandise was displayed 
in cells. Why put what even the proslavery forces admitted 
was slavery’s worst face on view in the American city which 
almost all foreigners visited?

A Dead Letter
Congress had the authority to legislate concerning slaves 
who fl ed across a state line. Because they were property, 
slaves who ran away from their masters were, in effect, steal-
ing themselves. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 required that 
state authorities return runaway slaves to their owners, but 
several free states, led by Pennsylvania, found ways to ob-
struct enforcement of the act without running afoul of the 
Constitution. By the end of the 1840s, the states of the upper 
South faced a serious runaway problem. Each year, between 
1,000 and 1,500 slaves in Maryland, Virginia, and Kentucky 
were getting away to free states. Southerners demanded a new 
fugitive slave law that northerners could not easily evade. 

A few southern hotheads proposed legalizing the importa-
tion of slaves from abroad. No one with any sense expected a 
resumption of the African slave trade. That would bring the 
United States into a head-on conflict with Great Britain which, 
in peacetime, assigned ships of its navy to cruise the West 
 African coast and seize vessels with slaves aboard. But it was a 
short voyage from Savannah and Charleston to Cuba through 
waters the American navy patrolled, and there were plenty of 
slaves for sale in Cuba at the prices Americans would pay.

In the Missouri Compromise of 1820, Congress had exer-
cised its authority to permit or prohibit slavery in territories. 
Until the acquisition of Mexico’s land, however, the expan-
sion of slavery beyond the slave states was a dead letter. The 
only federal territory where the ownership of slaves was legal 
was Indian Territory (most of present-day Oklahoma). A few 
southern tribes which had relocated there, most notably the 
Cherokees, owned African Americans and were staunchly 
proslavery. But as long as Oklahoma was reserved for Indi-
ans, it was not a candidate for statehood.

The Wilmot Proviso and Free Soil Party
The Mexican War changed all that. Proslavery southerners 
were particularly keen on the war in order to annex land into 

A slave trader’s “holding pens” —cells, actually. Here slaves were confined 
until a buyer walked into the office or there was an auction. It was the 
ugliness of the auction block and these “warehouses” for human beings in 
Washington that persuaded even some pro-slavery southern congressmen 
to agree to the abolition of the slave trade—the buying and selling of 
slaves—in the national capital. Who needed that kind of publicity?
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which slavery could expand. Some antislavery northerners 
responded that Mexico had abolished slavery in the new ter-
ritories, and it should not be restored. But that was a moral 
statement, not an argument. The Roman Catholic Church 
was the established church in Mexico and nobody—least of 
all evangelical abolitionists—believed that would continue 
to be so in territory taken from Mexico. 

So, in the first year of the war, Congressman David Wilmot of 
Pennsylvania attached a rider to a bill appropriating money for 
the army. The Wilmot Proviso stated that “neither slavery nor in-
voluntary servitude shall ever exist” in lands taken from  Mexico 
after the war. Every northern Whig and all but four northern 
Democrats in the House of Representatives voted for it.

The proviso was killed in the Senate. Whereas, in the 
House, northern congressmen outnumbered those from the 
South, each state has two senators and in 1846 there were 
fifteen slave states and thirteen free states. John C. Calhoun 
held the southerners held together by arguing that the Con-
stitution guaranteed citizens who emigrated to territories the 
same rights they enjoyed in the states from which they came. 
Citizens of the southern states could own slaves. Therefore, 
they had the right to take their slaves with them if they moved 
to the former Mexican lands.

Northern Democrats replied with the argument Thomas 
Jefferson had made for banning slavery in the Northwest 
Territory. The West, they said, should be reserved for family 
farmers, the “bone and sinew of the republic.” In almost every 
state where slavery was legal, a slave-owning elite dominated 
government in their own interests and to the detriment of 
the small farmer. The “slavocrats” had to be kept out of the 
West in the interests of the common man.

When President Polk endorsed Calhoun’s reasoning, a sub-
stantial number of northern Democrats bolted the party and 
organized the Free Soil party. A few of them were abolitionists, 
but not many. The Free Soil party went to great pains to en-
dorse the constitutional right of southerners to protect slavery 
in the states. Most Free Soilers cared little about the suffering 
of  African Americans that the abolitionists emphasized. Indeed, 
some Free Soilers were vociferous racists who wanted to exclude 
not only slaves from the West, but free blacks too. (As late as 
1857, Oregon prohibited the emigration of African Americans 
into the state and expelled those who were already there.)

Between 1846 and 1850, every northern state legislature 
except New Jersey’s endorsed the Wilmot Proviso. It was at-
tached to fifty bills in the House and, each time it was ap-
proved, it was voted down in the Senate.

The Election of 1848
Polk, as he had promised, did not stand for reelection in 
1848. In fact, he had so worn himself out working around 
the clock that he died, age 54, four months after leaving the 
White House. The Democrats nominated a northern senator 
who had voted against the Wilmot Proviso, the accomplished 
but gloriously dull Lewis Cass of Michigan.

The Whigs, having lost again with Clay in 1844, returned 
to the winning formula of 1840—a military hero whose 
political views were little known, the victor of Buena Vista, 

Zachary Taylor of Louisiana. (Indeed. the 64-year-old Taylor 
had never been sufficiently interested in politics to vote in 
a presidential election.) Taylor owned about 130 slaves and 
believed he had every right to own them, but he was no pro-
slavery zealot. Whig strategists gambled that, because he was 
a slave owner Taylor would carry southern states that would 
otherwise be lost to the Democrats.

Junk Mail
Had the leaders of the Whig party been up to date, they 
might have spared themselves embarrassment when 
Zachary Taylor refused to pay the postage due on the letter 
from the party notifying him he was the Whigs’ nominee for 
president. The previous year, 1847, the U.S. Post Office had 
begun to issue adhesive-backed paper stamps that permitted 
the sender to pay the postage. 

When someone else paid the postage due on Taylor’s letters, 
he remained diffident. He replied, “I will not say I will not serve 
if the good people were imprudent enough to elect me.”

Placer miners at Spanish Flat, California. They are using a Long 
Tom, a wooden sluice with riffles on the bottom where heavy particles 
of gold collect when, with a constant stream of water running through 
the sluice, the dirt in the gravel the men are shoveling washes away. 
Larger stones in the gravel were picked out by hand. There is a pile of 
them at the feet of the miner on the right.
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The Gold Rush That Wasn’t
In 1844, four years before Marshall’s discovery, Pablo Gutiérrez 
discovered gold in the bed of the Bear River. He immediately 
obtained a land grant of 22,000 acres that included what he 
hoped would be a rich mine. When he went to Sutter’s Fort 
to buy mining equipment, Sutter asked him to go to Monterey 
and investigate rumors of a social tumult there. Gutiérrez was 
killed on his journey and knowledge of his gold discovery died 
with him. No matter: The Bear was overrun in 1849 and 1850 by 
miners and the deposit was rediscovered.

“He really is a most simple-minded old man,” said Whig 
educator Horace Mann. “Few men have ever had more con-
tempt for learning,” wrote Winfield Scott, who had expected 
to win the Whig nomination. “He doesn’t know himself from 
a side of sole leather in the way of statesmanship,” wrote 
Whig editor Horace Greeley. 

The Free Soil party named a more distinguished and able 
candidate than either the Democrats or Whigs, former presi-
dent Martin Van Buren. Along in years, he had announced 
his opposition to the expansion of slavery into the territories. 
But Little Van’s day had come and gone. He did not have a 
chance, but he may have cost the Democrats the election. The 
electoral college cast 163 votes for Taylor, 127 for Cass. Van 
Buren won more votes in New York state than Lewis Cass, 
throwing the state’s thirty-six electoral votes to Taylor. Had 
Cass won New York, he would have been president. (On the 
other hand, Van Buren may have won enough Whig voters in 
Ohio, a Whig state in 1844, to give Cass that state’s twenty-
three electoral votes.)

THE CRISIS OF 1850
Congressional Whigs hoped that the apolitical Taylor would 
be content to be a ceremonial president, allowing veteran 
Whigs like Clay and Daniel Webster to make policy. But 

Taylor was a lifelong professional soldier, accustomed to giv-
ing orders since the War of 1812. When the California Gold 
Rush of 1849 set in motion an unforeseeable chain of events 
leading to a grave sectional crisis (and raising Taylor’s hack-
les!), his presidency was anything but ceremonial.

Gold!
On the evening of January 24, 1848, a carpenter from New 
Jersey, James Marshall, took a walk along the American River 
where it tumbles through the foothills of the Sierra Nevada. 
Marshall was working for John Augustus Sutter, a colorful 
Swiss adventurer who had turned a Mexican land grant into 
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a feudal domain. Sutter’s castle was an adobe fort on the Sac-
ramento River. He was prepared to defend it, if necessary, 
with several cannon he had purchased from the Russians 
when they abandoned Fort Ross.

Marshall was building a sawmill for Sutter on the Ameri-
can river. He was inspecting the tail race (the ditch that re-
turned rushing water to the river after it had powered the 
mill) when he noticed a curious metallic stone. “Boys,” he 
told his crew, “I think I have found a gold mine.”

He had, and that was it for the sawmill. Sutter’s employees 
dropped their hammers and set to shoveling gravel from the 
river, separating the sand and silt from what proved to be 
plenty of gold dust and nuggets. Marshall’s discovery briefly 
ended the existence of San Francisco. A town of 500 on a 
huge harbor, it was depopulated when “everyone,” including 
the recently arrived American military garrison, headed for 
the hills.

The next year—1849—80,000 people descended on 
 California. Some came overland. Some sailed by clipper ship 
around Cape Horn. Yet others took a steamship to Panama, 
paddled, rode, and hiked across the isthmus, and made their 
way to the diggings on another steamer. Mexicans came from 
the state of Sonora. Chileans found berths on the clippers 
when they put into port for provisions. By the end of the year, 
the population of California was about 100,000, more than 
lived in the states of Delaware or Florida. By the end of the 
year, the Forty- Niners produced $10 million in gold. They 
said, plausibly enough, that their numbers and their value 
to the nation merited immediate statehood. When Congress 
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MAP 20:2 Gold Rush California. The gold camps (some of them 
sizable towns built of brick) were located in the western foothills 
of the Sierra Nevada. They were supplied through San Francisco
via river towns like Marysville, Sacramento, and Stockton.

convened in December 1849, California’s provisional consti-
tution was already on the table. It prohibited slavery in the 
“golden state.”

Political Trauma
It all happened so fast. The fi rst vague news of the discov-
ery reached Washington in December 1848, a month after 
 Taylor’s election. The astonishing gold rush began imme-
diately. It was still underway in October when California’s 
constitution was delivered to Congress. In December, 
 President Taylor recommended that Congress grant state-
hood  immediately.

The southern senators and congressmen were in a panic. 
They had assumed, reasonably, that California, the cream of 
the Mexican acquisition, would be populated very slowly: it 
was a long way from the United States. They also assumed, 
again reasonably, that a good many southerners (and their 
slaves) would be among those who populated the territory. 
When, some years down the line, it was time to create a state 
or two on the Pacific, at least part of California would apply 
for admission as a slave state.

Now, even before Congress had created a territorial gov-
ernment in California, proslavery southerners saw their ex-
pectations pulverized. The worst of it was that California 
statehood meant the end of free state–slave state equality 
in the Senate with two more embryonic free states about to 
hatch in Oregon and Minnesota. 

Even with the three-fifths compromise inflating the num-
ber of slave state congressmen, the South was outvoted by 
free state representatives on sectional issues, as the history 
of the Wilmot Proviso demonstrated. Southerners looked to 
senators, half of them from slave states in 1849, plus a hand-
ful of friendly northern Democrats, to protect the South’s 
interests.

A large majority of southern senators and congressmen 
declared they would vote against California statehood, no 
matter its 100,000 population. The North’s toleration of abo-
litionists and the “slave stealers” of the underground railroad 
made it impossible for the South to trust to the goodwill 
of northerners. The South needed the Senate as a check on 
northern fanatics.

Henry Clay’s Last Stand
Taylor was infuriated. He was on record as saying he would 
take up his sword if slavery was threatened and he regarded 
the free soil movement as a passing enthusiasm. But Taylor the 
lifelong soldier was a nationalist. National pride, prosperity, 
and security demanded that California be admitted to state-
hood; if Californians said it must be as a free state, so be it. 

When Congress convened, sectional animosities were boil-
ing. The naming of the Speaker of the House of Representa-
tives, usually a formality with the majority party (the Demo-
crats by a slim margin) making the decision in a caucus, took 
sixty-three ballots to resolve. The dockets of both houses were 
chockablock with bills that further inflamed North–South 
animosities. In addition to the California statehood bill, there 
was a proposal to abolish the slave trade in Washington; a 



 fugitive slave bill designed to end evasion throughout the 
North; and a bill creating the New Mexico Territory. 

The New Mexico bill made no reference to the status of 
slavery in the territories (which meant another southern 
fight with Free Soil Democrats) and it angered southern 
Democrats (and some southern Whigs) because, in their 
eyes, it detached land that the slave state, Texas, had claimed 
since 1835. (Texas claimed that its western boundary was 
the Rio Grande all the way to its source, even beyond Santa 
Fe, the only conceivable capital of New Mexico.)

Henry Clay, frail and weary at 72, beyond all hope of being 
president, saw in the mess of bills the possibility of a great 
compromise that might put an end to sectional bitterness. 
His “Omnibus Bill” was comprehensive and complicated. It 
addressed all the divisive problems then facing Congress, re-
quiring proslavery and antislavery men to back off some of 
their demands in the interests of the Union, while winning 
others.

California would be admitted as a free state. The rest of 
the Mexican acquisition, notably New Mexico, would be 
organized into territories with no reference to the status 
of slavery. New Mexico’s eastern border was drawn at 103° 
west longitude (where it is today); Texas was compensated 
for its loss of land by the federal government’s assumption 
of the state’s $10 million debt, which was pushing Texas 
close to bankruptcy. Its big concession to slavery was a pro-
cedure for returning runaways who made it to the North 
that had been designed by southerners. A final proposal, 
not part of the Omnibus, abolished the slave trade in the 
national capital.

The great debate of 1850. Henry Clay is 
making his plea for compromise in the 
cause of the Union. John C. Calhoun, the 
third senator from the right (standing), was 
ill and near death. His speech had to be 
read for him. Daniel Webster, seated to the 
left with his head in his hand, would soon 
speak magnificently in support of Clay and 
compromise.
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Millard Fillmore, who succeeded to the presidency when Zachary 
Taylor died in office. History has unfairly ridiculed Fillmore. He was 
a moderate, responsible president whose support of the Compromise 
of 1850 helped to avert a secession crisis.
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To many northerners, and not just abolitionists, the 
Fugitive Slave Act, which allowed federal officials to arrest 
people who had committed no crime under their state laws, 
made slavery quasi-legal in states where it had long been abol-
ished. Southern extremists, called fire-eaters because of their 
scorching rhetoric, refused to accept the abolition of the slave 
trade in Washington, meaningless as it was to slave owners in 
the capital. (If they wished to buy or sell slaves, they needed 
only to cross the Potomac to Alexandria, Virginia.) 

The spirit of compromise seemed to be dead. New York’s 
 William H. Seward called the idea of compromise with the 

How They Mined for Gold

Few of the Americans who rushed to California in 1849 
were familiar with even the rudiments of mining. Fortu-
nately, their ignorance and lack of capital did not much 
matter in California’s placer mines. The gold they were 
seeking was pure—in nuggets or dust (tiny flakes, actu-
ally), not chemically bonded with other elements—and it 
was on the surface in the sand and gravel of creek and river 
beds, not deep within the earth. 

Placer mining was laborious, but the process was simple. 
To determine if there was gold in a creek, a miner “panned” 
it. He scooped up a pound or two of river silt, sand, and peb-
bles in a sturdy, shallow pan; removed the stones by hand; 
and then agitated the finer contents, constantly replenishing 
the water in the pan so that the lighter mud and sand washed 
over the sides while the heavier gold dust remained.

When there was enough “color” in a pan to warrant 
mining the placer, a group of partners staked a claim 
and built a “rocker” or a “Long Tom” out of rough-sawn 
boards. The rocker was a simple watertight wooden box, 3 
to 5 feet long and a foot or so across. It was mounted on a 
base like that of a rocking chair so that it could be tipped 
from side to side. In the bottom of the box were wooden 
riffles or a sheet of corrugated metal, and sometimes a 
fine wire mesh. These simulated the crevices in a creek-
bed, where the gold naturally collected. Into the rocker, by 
means of a sluice easily built of two planks, ran a stream 
of water. While one partner shoveled gravel and sand into 
the box, another rocked it and agitated the contents with a 
spade or a pitchfork. The lightweight dross washed out of 
the rocker (stones were manually removed) and the gold 
remained at the bottom. It was collected at the end of the 
day, weighed, divided among the partners, and cached.

The Long Tom took more time to build, but it was 
more productive. In effect, the water-bearing sluice was 
extended into a long, high-sided, watertight channel with 
riffles in the bottom. With a Long Tom and a steady flow of 
water, all the miners in a partnership could shovel gravel: 
no rocking required. 

Placer mines were known as the “poor man’s diggings” 
because mining them required little money, just a strong 

back and a grubstake. Indeed, a man with capital had 
no advantage in the diggings. With just about everyone 
hoping to strike it rich, few men were willing to work for 
wages, no matter how high they were. The discoverer of 
a rich gold deposit had to take on equal partners if he 
wanted to work it efficiently. 

As long as the “poor man’s diggings” held out, life in 
the mining camps was egalitarian and democratic. By 
custom and then by state law, no one was permitted to 
stake a claim larger than he and his partners could mine 
within a season or two. Order in the earliest mining camps 
was maintained by the informal common consent of the 
men who lived in them. Except for small military units 
that were plagued by desertions, there was no formal legal 
authority in California until late 1850, and no significant 
government presence in the gold fields for several years.

Not all the fruits of this grass-roots democracy were 
edifying. A man with the majority of a camp behind him 
could “get away with murder.” Nor did miner equality ex-
tend to other than native-born Americans and western 
Europeans. The Forty-Niners learned how to mine from 
the Sonorans who were among the first in the gold fields. 
But the Americans, still imbued with the anti-Mexican 
prejudice of the recent war, expelled the Mexicans (and 
Spanish-speaking Chileans) from all but the southern-
most diggings.

Worst treated of all were the Chinese. Because their cul-
ture was so alien and because they worked in large groups, 
thus spending less in order to live, the Chinese frightened 
the Forty-Niners. They feared that the “Celestials,” as they 
called the Chinese, would drag down everyone’s standard 
of living. In fact, Chinese miners did not compete with 
Americans. Aware of the contempt in which they were 
held, they restricted themselves to “leftovers,” streams that 
had been abandoned by white and the few African Ameri-
can miners as yielding too little gold to be worth the work. 
Other Chinese who came to the “Golden Mountain” to 
mine drifted into California’s towns and cities and settled 
for other jobs or founded small businesses, most famously 
laundries and cheap restaurants.

How They Lived

Impasse
Two decades earlier, Clay’s Omnibus Bill would likely have 
sailed through Congress amidst cheers, tossed hats, and in-
vitations to share a bottle after work. Not in 1850; the rise 
of the abolitionists, the epidemic of runaway slaves, the de-
vious annexation of Texas, and the unimaginable growth of 
 California’s population in one year had hardened sectional 
animosities. Extremists from both sections, and more than a 
few moderates, refused to support Clay’s compromise because 
they found one or another of its provisions unacceptable.



slavocrats “radically wrong and essentially vicious.” The fire-
eaters swore to yield nothing to northerners they saw as bent 
on the destruction of the South. John C. Calhoun, the mas-
ter of cold logic and constitutionalism, was reduced to the 
sophistry of a county-seat lawyer. Obsessed with preserving 
a southern veto on any federal act, he devised a preposterous 
scheme in which there would be two presidents, one from 
the North and one from the South, each with the power of 
veto over acts of Congress and one another. The old man was 
dying painfully of throat cancer, surrounded by a gaggle of 
romantic young disciples with, among them, half the brain 
he had once had in his head.

Henry Clay plugged away, mustering his eloquence one 
last time. “I have heard something said about allegiance to 
the South,” he told the Senate, “I know no South, no North, 
no East, no West to which I owe any allegiance. The Union, 
sir, is my country.” 

Because his terminal disease left him almost voiceless, 
 Calhoun’s response had to be read for him. Where Clay 
appealed to ideals that were dying, the dying Calhoun realis-
tically assessed the mood of 1850: “The cry of ‘Union, Union, 
the glorious Union!’ can no more prevent disunion than the 
cry of ‘Health, health, glorious health!’ . . . can save a patient 
lying dangerously ill.”

Daniel Webster, the last of the Senate’s “Great  Triumvirate,” 
then delivered one of his finest orations. Webster supported 
the Omnibus Bill. To save the Union, he said, he would swal-
low even the fugitive slave law. His speech shocked and infu-
riated moralists. Seward called Webster “a traitor to the cause 
of freedom.” “The word ‘honor’ in the mouth of  Mr. Webster,” 
wrote Ralph Waldo Emerson, “is like the word ‘love’ in the 
mouth of a whore.”

THE COMPROMISE
The Omnibus Bill failed and it probably did not matter. 
 President Taylor said he would veto the whole thing rather 
than compensate Texas a dollar. The only possible explana-
tion of the old coot’s intensity of his feelings on the subject 

is that, like just about every other army offi cer who was sta-
tioned in Texas, he hated the place.

Death of a Soldier
On July 4, 1850, the president attended a ceremony on the 
Capitol mall where, for two hours, he sat hatless in the sun 
listening to patriotic oratory. Back at the White House, he 
wolfed down cherries and cucumbers and several quarts of 
iced milk and water. A few hours later the old man took to 
bed with stomach cramps. Instead of leaving him alone, his 
doctors bled him and administered one powerful medicine 
after another—ipecac to make him vomit, quinine for his 
fever, calomel as a laxative, and opium for the pain to which 
they had contributed. Old Rough and Ready was murder on 
Indians, Mexicans, and Texans, but he could not handle the 
pharmacopoeia of the nineteenth century. He died on July 9.

He was succeeded by Millard Fillmore, who has often been 
mocked as the least memorable of American presidents. A New 

Border Dispute
The federal government set the eastern border of New 
Mexico Territory at 103° west longitude. Texans protested 
that the border should be farther west of the Rio Grande. 
They argued that, in the treaty ending the Texas war for 
independence, Mexico agreed to the Rio Grande as the line 
between Texas and its territory of New Mexico. This was 
true. However, the agreement by which the United States 
granted Texas statehood in 1845 clearly reserved to the 
federal government the authority to adjust “all questions of 
boundary that may arise with other governments.”

So, Texas ended up smaller than Texans wanted. However, 
if the old Mexican boundary of Texas (the Nueces River) had 
been adopted as the New Mexico line, Texas today would 
have been half the size that is.

A poster announcing an anti-Kansas-Nebraska Act rally. There 
were many such meetings all over the North within weeks of 
Congress’s enactment of the law. Rarely has there been so 
widespread a spontaneous protest.
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Yorker born in poverty, he educated himself to be a lawyer. As 
a young man, he flirted with third-party politics, winning his 
first election as an Anti-Mason. Like most other Anti-Masons, 
he became a Whig when the short-lived excitement evapo-
rated. He served in Congress as a Clay-Webster man, neither 
proslavery nor antislavery, which made him a wiser choice for 
the Whigs as their vice presidential candidate than the states 
rights southerner Tyler had been in 1840. Suddenly president 
in July 1850, he called the Omnibus Bill “a final settlement of 
sectional discord,” but it was not enough to save it.

The “Little Giant”
Compromise was, however, saved by a Democrat from 
 Illinois, just three years in the senate and not yet 40 years of 
age. Stephen A. Douglas revived Clay’s design for compro-
mise, but not in the form of one comprehensive bill. Douglas 
was barely 5 feet in height and already portly. But he was 
known in Illinois as the “Little Giant” because of his oratori-
cal powers and his political fi nesse as a political tactician. 
Douglas wanted to be president; he had devoted his three 
years in the senate to ingratiating himself with both northern 
and southern Democrats, and with Whigs too. He was on 
the verge of being considered a “national fi gure” when the 
sectional crisis made him one in a month. 

Douglas tirelessly explained his plan for shimming Clay’s 
collection of compromises through Congress. Rather than in-
troduce them in a single bill, Douglas carved the Omnibus Bill 
into five bills. Tirelessly buttonholing senators and congress-
men one-on-one and in small groups, he patched together 
different coalitions—but each one a majority—for all five. 
 Douglas could count on northern senators and representa-
tives of both parties to vote for California statehood and end 
the slave trade in the capital. Both sailed through the House. In 
the Senate, Douglas won the votes of enough Whigs from the 
border states to slip the bills through with slim majorities. 

For the Fugitive Slave and the Texas compensation bills, 
Douglas started with a solid southern bloc. Northern Whigs 
were opposed to both but, arguing for the necessity of 
preserving the Democratic party in both sections, Douglas 
added enough Democratic party senators and representa-
tives to build majorities for both.

Douglas’s manipulations were dazzling, but the five-part 
“Compromise of 1850” was, to a great degree, not a give-some–
take-some agreement. Except on Texas compensation, most 
congressmen yielded nothing on their sectionalist positions. 
Only four of sixty senators voted for all of Douglas’s bills. 
Only 11 voted for five of six. (Even Douglas was absent for 
the vote on the Fugitive Slave Act.) Only 28 of 240 Represen-
tatives voted for all six bills. The Omnibus Bill was a com-
promise. Douglas’s was sleight of hand. In Congress, sectional 
animosities were as intense after Douglas’s trick as before. In 
the country, however, there was a great sense of relief, and 
Congress was popularly credited with preserving the Union.

Changing of the Guard
The Congress of 1849–1851 saw the nation’s second gen-
eration of political leaders—the men of the age of Andrew 
Jackson—pass the torch to a third. Jackson was already gone, 

dead in 1845. Calhoun died in March 1850, croaking to his 
young disciples, “the South, the poor South.” Henry Clay 
and Daniel Webster passed on two years later. Thomas Hart 
Benton survived until 1858 and Martin Van Buren until 
1862. Van Buren returned to the Democratic party, but as 
an “elder statesman.” After thirty years in the Senate, Benton 
lost his seat in 1850 because he had plumped for sectional 
compromise. He was defeated in a race for a House seat in 
1856 and lost again when he ran for governor of Missouri.

The Whig party dwindled after 1850. Some younger south-
ern Whigs outdid the Calhounites in their obsession with 
defending slavery. Robert Toombs of Georgia supported the 
Compromise of 1850 but within a few years he was himself a 
fire-eater. Only in the border states did a few old Henry Clay 
Whigs continue to win elections because they were respected 
as individuals and compromisers. Most notable was John J. 
Crittenden of Kentucky.

In the North, the Whigs were weakened by tensions be-
tween “Cotton Whigs” and “Conscience Whigs.” Cotton 
Whigs tried to downplay the slavery issue because of the 
importance of southern cotton to the northern textile in-
dustry. Conscience Whigs were abolitionists and, like the 
southern Democratic fire-eaters, they were younger, mem-
bers of a new generation. Among the ablest was William H. 
Seward of New York, a former Anti-Mason. Charles Sumner 
of Massachusetts, who succeeded Webster as New England’s 
most prominent Senator, was as obnoxious personally as any 
southern fire-eater. 

With the Free Soilers gone from the Democratic party, 
most northern Democrats were friendly to the South and 
slavery, but to different degrees. A few northern Democrats 
preached positive, good propaganda with the best of them. 
Others, notably Stephen A. Douglas, did not look on slav-
ery as a desirable institution, but their sensibilities were not 
outraged by its existence in the South. For the sake of Demo-
cratic party unity, they were willing (in vain) to make con-
cessions to southern Democrats.

Franklin Pierce
At the Democratic convention in 1852, Franklin Pierce was 
New Hampshire’s favorite son candidate. His supporters 
kept his name before the delegates in the hope they would 
deadlock and need a compromise candidate acceptable to all. 
Deadlock was always a danger at Democratic party conven-
tions because the party required that its presidential nomi-
nee win the votes of two-thirds of the delegates rather than 
a simple majority. In 1852, a deadlock was assured by the 
fact that there were three strong and personally irreconcil-
able candidates: Lewis Cass, Stephen A. Douglas, and James 
Buchanan of Pennsylvania.

After forty-eight wearying ballots, the Democrats did in-
deed turn to Pierce. Handsome, charming, and sociable—
perhaps too sociable; a colleague called him the “hero of 
many a well-fought bottle”—Pierce had been popular in 
the Senate until he quit politics to fight in the Mexican War. 
The Whigs, despite Millard Fillmore’s success as president, 
dumped him and nominated yet another military hero, 
 General Winfield Scott.



Pierce won just over 50 percent of the popular vote, but 
he eked out pluralities in all but a few states, winning 254 
electoral votes to Winfield Scott’s 42.

American voters had made one of their worst mistakes. 
Scott, for all his pomposity, was an able, compelling leader 
who had, since 1841, superbly administered the army in 
war and peace as general-in-chief. He was a southerner—a 
 Virginian—but also a nationalist who abhorred both abo-
litionists and fire-eaters. He was the kind of president the 
country needed after the traumas of 1850. 

Pierce was ambivalent about returning to politics and un-
suited to be an executive. As a fellow New Hampshireman com-
mented, “Up here, where everybody knows Frank Pierce, he’s a 
pretty considerable fellow. But come to spread him out over the 
whole country, I’m afraid he’ll be dreadful thin in some places.”

Personal tragedy ended any possibility that Pierce would 
flourish in the White House. Just before his inauguration, 
his young son was killed in a railroad accident. Pierce was 
stunned; his wife, an emotionally fragile woman already, 
was shattered. Preoccupied with his wife’s distraction, Pierce 
leaned heavily on his friend, Jefferson Davis of Mississippi, 
whom he named secretary of war. Davis was not quite a 
fire-eater; he had presidential ambitions. But he had not 
succeeded in the slavocratic politics of Mississippi by urg-
ing moderation on sectional issues. Davis was the dominat-
ing intellect and will of the Pierce administration, like Dick 
Cheney during the presidency of George W. Bush.

THE KANSAS-NEBRASKA ACT
A Railroad to California
Davis looked like an aristocrat, spare and military in bear-
ing. But he was born in a log cabin in Kentucky. He was one 
of the Mexican War’s genuine battlefi eld heroes, having dis-
tinguished himself for bravery in several  battles, including 
Buena Vista. (His fi rst wife was Zachary Taylor’s daughter.) 
He was the baby in a family of ten children—his middle 
name was “Finis” (Latin for “the end,” undoubtedly bestowed 
by his mother) and the benefi ciary of an older brother’s rise 
to be one of the richest planters in Mississippi.

With Pierce’s approval, Davis tried to revive the expan-
sionism of the 1840s with unsuccessful attempts to annex 
Hawai’i and Cuba. He tacitly supported American filibusters, 
freelance adventurers, mostly southerners, who led private 
armies into unstable Central America in the hopes of creat-
ing personal empires.

Davis’s most important ambition was to encourage the 
construction of a transcontinental railroad to California 
that funneled its trade to the southern states. He had geog-
raphy going for him. Of the transcontinental routes on the 
table, the best from an engineer’s perspective was through 
Texas and along the southern boundary of New Mexico 
territory. There were no mountains of any consequence to 
be crossed except above the Gila River in present-day Ari-
zona. There, in order to keep the projected railroad on the 
flat, it would be necessary to build in Mexico, which was 
unacceptable.

To remedy the problem, Davis sent James Gadsden, a 
railroad man, to Mexico City. For $10 million, the United 
States purchased a 30,000-square-mile triangle of arid but 
level land. With the Gadsden Purchase (the Treaty of Mesilla 
in Mexico), Davis appeared to have plucked a plum for the 
South that was also a great national enterprise. He further 
advanced his cause by inflating the estimate of constructing 
the “central route,” beginning in Chicago, from $117 million 
to $141 million and decreasing the figures for his route from 
$169 million to $95 million.

Re-enter Stephen A. Douglas
None of this deterred Senator Stephen A. Douglas. He wanted 
the transcontinental railroad’s eastern terminus in Chicago. 
Chicago had better railroad connections with the populous 
Northeast than any southern city. However, the “ central 
route” west had serious drawbacks. It had to negotiate both 
the Rockies and the Sierra Nevada. Moreover, beyond Mis-
souri, it ran through “unorganized territory,” those parts 
of the Louisiana Purchase that had been left to the Indians. 
The only federal presence there was small military installa-
tions at distant intervals along the overland trail. There was 
no territorial government. Southern senators could kill off 
the central route and win the transcontinental for the South 

Filibusters
“Filibuster” is a corruption of the Dutch 
vrijbuiter, “freebooter.”  The filibusters of 
the 1850s were mostly southern Mexican 
War veterans who saw greater opportunities 
as freebooters in Central America and the 
Caribbean than back home on a farm. 

The first filibuster was a Cuban rebel, 
Narciso Lopez, although most of his 
soldiers, were American adventurers. 
In 1850, with financial support from 
southerners, he tried to overthrow the 
Spanish regime in Cuba. The plan was to 

annex Cuba, where slavery was legal, to 
the United States. The Spanish executed 
fifty of Lopez’s Americans. Chastened, the 
federal government arrested Mississippi 
governor John A. Quitman before he could 
lead a filibustering expedition to resume 
the fight.

Secretary of War Jefferson Davis 
actively supported the most famous of 
the filibusters, William Walker. More 
interested in personal glory than in 
adding slave states to the Union, 
Walker invaded Baja California in 

1853 but was driven out within weeks. 
Reorganizing his ragtag army, he went 
to Nicaragua, then in an anarchic state. 
With the support of Nicaraguan rebels 
as well as American mercenaries, 
Walker proclaimed himself president 
and actually ran Nicaragua (insofar 
as it was “run” at all) for two years. 
When things turned sour, an American 
warship rescued him. Walker tried 
again, this time in Honduras, where 
he was executed by a firing squad 
in 1860.
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simply by refusing to organize territorial governments west 
of Missouri.

Douglas hatched a scheme to seduce southern senators by 
playing on their obsession: slavery. In May 1854, he introduced 
a bill to establish the Kansas and Nebraska territories. The bill 
explicitly repealed the section of the Missouri Compromise 
that prohibited slavery in both. Instead, borrowing from 
Lewis Cass, Douglas said that the people who settled Kansas 
and Nebraska would decide in their territorial  legislatures 

whether they would permit or prohibit the institution. “Pop-
ular sovereignty,” Douglas said, was the democratic solution 
to the divisive problem of slavery in the territories.

Southern congressmen and senators jumped at the bait. 
None had illusions about the Nebraska Territory, through 
which the central route ran. It bordered on the free state of 
Iowa and would be populated by northerners. Kansas, how-
ever, abutted on Missouri, where slavery was an emotionally 
passionate issue, even with poor whites who owned no slaves.

Douglas’s popularity soared in the South. (He planned to 
exploit it when he again sought the Democratic presidential 
nomination in 1856.) As in 1850, he presented himself as an 
honest broker between the sections. To southerners, he was 
the man who opened Kansas to slavery. To northerners, he 
was the man who got them the transcontinental railroad.

Douglas would not, however, win the nomination in 1856 
because his Kansas-Nebraska Act did not, as it turned out, 
work in favor of the proslavery cause. The Whigs would not 
exist as a national party, largely because the Kansas-Nebraska 
Act split them wide open on sectional lines, and also because 
of the astonishing rise, largely at Whig expense, of the nativ-
ist and anti-Catholic American party.

Stresses of Immigration
A wary aversion to Roman Catholicism had been widespread 
among Americans since the founding of the colonies. It was 
a highly hypothetical prejudice until the 1830s. There were, 
simply, very few Catholics in the United States. As late as 

Slavery in Maine?
The Missouri Compromise provided that slavery was “forever 
forbidden” in the territories of the Louisiana Purchase north 
of 36° 30’. Did that mean that the states that emerged in those 
lands were forbidden to legalize slavery?  Legally, no. Before 
he signed the Missouri act, President Monroe consulted with 
his cabinet. All, including John Quincy Adams and John C. 
Calhoun, said that once a territory had become a state, its 
“domestic institutions” were its own business. In other words, 
had the legislature of Maine, a state after 1820, amended its 
constitution to allow slavery, it was constitutionally free to 
do so.

In practice, prohibiting slavery in a territory meant that 
states that emerged there would be free states. There would 
be no slave owners at the state’s constitutional convention.

A destructive and murderous anti-Irish riot in Philadelphia in 1844. At the left, Pennsylvania militia are trying to subdue Protestant
rioters, who are fighting back. The rioters burned two Irish Catholic churches to the ground (one burns in the rear, far right) but, 
curiously, left two German Catholic Churches in the area untouched. It was as much an anti-Irish riot as it was anti-Catholic.
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1820, there were only about 120 Catholic churches in the en-
tire country, and many of them were Indian missions.

After 1830, the Catholic population steadily increased due 
to massive immigration from Ireland and the Catholic states 
of Germany. Between 1830 and 1860, the population of the 
United States doubled. The Catholic population increased 
tenfold, from 300,000 to 3 million. All but a few of the im-
migrants were dirt poor, seeking economic opportunities 
rather than religious freedom. Many of the Irish were pen-
niless. The Emerald Isle, ruled roughly by Great Britain, was 
dangerously overpopulated. With about 1.5 million people 
in 1750, Ireland was a kind of home to nearly 6 million in 
1840, more than live in Ireland today. Catholics, 80 percent 
of the population, had few civil rights until 1829. Most were 
landless, living on tiny plots allotted them to grow potatoes. 
Local famines were common, hunger practically the rule.

Then, in 1845, the inevitable catastrophe: Ireland’s potato 
crops was hit by a then mysterious potato blight that virtually 
destroyed the sole food source of the poor. (The potato blight 
also helps account for a sudden increase of German immi-
grants.) The disease returned almost annually. About a mil-
lion people, more than a tenth of the population, starved to 
death. Millions more emigrated, most to the United States.

Those who did not die on the voyage (mortality on 
the “famine ships” was worse than it had been on slavers) 
were willing to accept wages for unskilled labor lower than 
 Protestant workingmen would. The competition aroused re-
sentment that exploded in riots in Boston and  Philadelphia. 
The apparent predilection of the Irish for drinking and brawl-
ing and the flocking of the Germans to beer gardens on Sun-
days shocked evangelicals. In the cities where  Catholics were 
concentrated, they were successfully wooed by  Democratic 
politicians, many of them corrupt, enhancing anti-Irish sen-
timents among Whigs.

The Know-Nothings 
Angry native-born Protestants formed anti-immigrant, 
anti-Catholic lodges. The largest was the Order of the Star-
Spangled Banner, founded in New York City in 1849, which 
was soon recruiting members in almost every state. It was 
a highly secret organization. Members were instructed to 
respond to questions about the Order by saying, “I Know 
Nothing.” When the lodge (with, possibly, a million members 
and supporters) came above ground in 1854 as the American 
Party, their critics continued to call them Know-Nothings.

Uninvolved in the Kansas-Nebraska debate, their candi-
dates were able to appeal to voters in both North and South 
by claiming that the furor over slavery was a distraction from 
the important issues: jobs for native Americans, political 
corruption, and the flood of immigrants. They demanded 
restrictions on immigration, especially from Catholic coun-
tries; that the residency requirement for citizenship be in-
creased from five to twenty-one years; that even citizens who 
had been born abroad be prohibited from holding public 
office; and that only Protestants be hired as teachers. The 
Know-Nothings, partly because of their large evangelical 
component, partly as a rebuke of the bibulous Irish and Ger-
mans, were prohibitionists.

Their success at the polls was due to their appeal to working 
people, but they had middle-class supporters too. Those who 
followed the news were appalled by Pope Pius IX, elected in 
1846. He was an unbending opponent of religious toleration, 
democracy, and civil rights and liberties. John J. Hughes, the 
Catholic bishop of New York, did not help the Church’s public 
relations when he wrote that “Protestantism is effete, powerless, 
dying out . . . and conscious that its last moment is come when 
it is fairly set, face to face, with Catholic truth.” The Catholic 
church meant, Hughes said, “to convert the world—including 
the inhabitants of the United States . . . , the president and all.”

Successful the Know-Nothings were. In 1854 and 1855, 
their candidates were elected mayors in dozens of cities, in-
cluding New York, governors in several states, practically the 
entire Massachusetts legislature and control of legislatures 
elsewhere, and forty congressmen. In 1856, their candidate 
for president, Millard Fillmore, won 40 percent of the vote in 
most southern states. 

Fillmore would have done much better if the slavery issue 
had not caught up with the Know-Nothings. At their national 
convention early in 1856, southern delegates pushed through 
a platform sympathetic to slavery. The northerners walked 
out and, in the fall, many of them voted for the candidate of 
yet another new party, the Republicans. When the election 
was over, the Republicans had replaced the Know-Nothings 
or remnants of the Whigs as the chief opposition party in 
every northern state.

The Republican Party
What happened to the Whigs? To a degree, they had fl irted 
with disintegration from the day the party was founded. It 
was a ménage of politicians frightened by Andrew Jackson 
on one count or another. But the Whigs never agreed on 
much except their aversion to Old Hickory Democrats. Such 
a delicate coalition could not survive the sectional bitter-
ness caused by the debate over slavery in the territories. The 
 Kansas-Nebraska Act killed the party off. 

Southern Whigs voted for the American party for a few 
years, then either drifted into the Democratic party or dropped 
out of politics.

Some northern Whigs became Know-Nothings. Others, 
like William Seward of New York and Abraham Lincoln of 
Illinois, joined with Free Soil Democrats, abolitionists who 
did not scorn politics, and, after 1856, with most  northern 
Know Nothings to form the Republican party. Amos A. 
Lawrence, a rich textile manufacturer and a moderate Whig, 
described what Kansas-Nebraska meant for him: “we went 
to bed one night, old-fashioned, conservative compromise 
Union Whigs, and we waked up stark mad Abolitionists.”

Unlike the Democrats, Whigs, and Know-Nothings, the 
Republicans were a purely sectional party. Republicans did 
not—they could not—exist in the South. While they made 
it clear they had no intentions of interfering with slavery 
where it existed, they demanded the repeal of the Kansas-
Nebraska Act and the exclusion of slavery from all the west-
ern territories.

Beyond this first principle borrowed from the Free Soil-
ers, the Republicans tried to steal Douglas’s thunder on the 
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railroad issue by insisting that the transcontinental be built 
on the central route. They appealed to farmers by advocating 
a Homestead Act giving western land free to families who 
would settle and farm it.

From the Whigs, the Republicans inherited the demand for 
a high protective tariff, thus winning manufacturing inter-
ests to the party. They also appealed to industrial capitalists 

by advocating a liberal immigration policy to keep the costs 
of labor down. This plank risked alienating Know Nothings 
just as the call for a protective tariff risked losing the support 
of farmers. However, the Republican position on slavery in 
the territories was so powerful an appeal in the North that 
Republican gambles on the tariff and immigration did not 
cost them many votes.
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DISCOVERY

To what extent (if any) can the social and religious ferment of the early 
nineteenth century be attributed to the rapid economic changes of the era?

Culture and Society:  The authors of “Observations on the Real Rights of Women” and “Declaration of 
Sentiments” have two sharply contrasting views of the role women should play in American society. Define 
and describe their differences. How would Elizabeth Cady Stanton have likely responded to “The Real Rights of 
Women”? How would the author of that essay have reacted to Stanton’s “Declaration”?

Observations on the Real Rights of Women, 1818 

It must be the appropriate duty and privilege of females 
to convince by reason and persuasion. It must be their 
peculiar province to sooth the turbulent passions of 
men, when almost sinking in the sea of care, without 
even an anchor of hope to support them. Under such 
circumstances women should display their talents by 
taking the helm, and steer them safe to the haven of rest 
and peace, and that should be their own happy mansion, 
where they may always retire and find safe asylum from 
the rigid cares of business. It is women’s peculiar right to 
keep calm and serene under every circumstance in life, 
as it is undoubtedly her appropriate duty, to sooth and 
alleviate the anxious cares of man, and her friendly and 

sympathetic breast should be found the best solace for him, 
as she ahs an equal right to partake with him the cares, as 
well as the pleasures of life. 

It was evidently the design of heaven by the mode of 
our first formation, that they should walk side by side 
as mutual supports in all times of trial. There can be no 
doubt, that, in most cases, their judgement may be equal 
with the other sex; perhaps even on the subject of law, 
politics, or religion, they may form good judgement, but it 
would be improper, and physically very incorrect, for the 
female character to claim the statesman’s birth or ascend 
the rostrum to gain the loud applause of men, although 
their powers of industry may be equal to the task. . . .

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Declaration of Sentiments (1848)

When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary 
for one portion of the family of man to assume among the 
people of the earth a position different from that which 
they have hitherto occupied, but one to which the laws of 
nature and of nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to 
the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare 
the causes that impel them to such a course. 

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and 
women are created equal; that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these 
are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure 
these rights governments are instituted, deriving their 
just powers from the consent of the governed. Whenever 
any form of government becomes destructive of these 
ends, it is the right of those who suffer from it to refuse 
allegiance to it, and to insist upon the institution of a new 

government, laying its foundation on such principles, and 
organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem 
most likely to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence, 
indeed, will dictate that governments long established 
should not be changed for light and transient causes; and 
accordingly all experience has shown that mankind are 
more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to 
right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they 
are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and 
usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object, evinces a 
design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their 
duty to throw off such government, and to provide new 
guards for their future security. Such has been the patient 
sufferance of the women under this government, and such 
is now the necessity which constrains them to demand the 
equal station to which they are entitled. 

DISCOVERY 346-A



What were the reasons why some Americans 
became abolitionists favoring (demanding!) the 
extinction of slavery in the United States? How did 
they express their disapproval of the institution?

Culture and Society:  Peter Osborne, a free black man, and the 
people who circulated this photograph of a slave grotesquely 
scarred from whippings were all abolitionists. However, Osborne 
in his speech takes a different tack in condemning slavery than 
the critique implied in the photograph. How do the messages 
differ? Why? Which approach was more likely to win support 
for the abolitionist movement?

Peter Osborne Speaks to a Crowd Celebrating American Independence, 5 July 1832 Delivered to 
the people of color in the African Church in the city of New-Haven, Connecticut. 

Fellow Citizens—On account of the misfortune of our 
color, our fourth of July comes on the fifth; but I hope 
and trust that when the Declaration of Independence 
is fully executed which declares that all men, without 
respect to person, were born free and equal, we may then 
have our fourth of July on the fourth. It is thought by 
many that this is as impossible to take place, as it is for 
the leopard to change his spots; but I anticipate that the 
time is approaching very fast. The signs in the north, the 
signs in the south, in the east and west, are all favorable to 
our cause. Why, then, should we forbear contending for 
the civil rights of free countrymen: What man of rational 
feeling would slumber in content under the yoke of slavery 
and oppression, in his own country? Not the most degraded 
barberian in the interior of Africa.

If we desire to see our brethren relieved from the 
tyrannical yoke of slavery and oppression in the south, if 
we would enjoy the civil rights of free countrymen, it is 
high time for us to be up and doing. It has been said that 
we have already done well, but we can do better. What 
more can we do? Why, we must unite with our brethren in 
the north, in the south, and in the east and west, and then 
with the Declaration of Independence in one hand, and 
the Holy Bible in the other, I think we might courageously 
give battle to the most powerful enemy to this cause. The 

Declaration of Independence has declared to man, without 
speaking of color, that all men are born free and equal. Has 
it not declared this freedom and equality to us too? 

What man would content himself, and say nothing of 
the rights of man, with two millions of his brethren in 
bondage? Let us contend for the prize. Let us all unite, 
and with one accord declare that we will not leave our 
own country to emigrate to Liberia, nor elsewhere, to 
be civilized nor christianized. Let us make it known to 
America that we are not barbarians; that we are not 
inhuman beings; that this is our native country; that our 
forefathers have planted trees in America for us, and we 
intend to stay and eat the fruit. Our forefathers fought, 
bled and died to achieve the independence of the United 
States. Why should we forbear contending for the prize? 
It becomes every colored citizen in the United States to 
step forward boldly and gallantly defend his rights. What 
has there been done within a few years, since the union of 
the colored people? Are not the times more favourable to 
us now, than they were ten years ago? Are we not gaining 
ground? Yes—and had we begun this work forty years ago, 
I do not hesitate to say that there would not have been, at 
this day, a slave in the United States. Take courage, then, 
ye African-Americans! Don’t give up the conflict, for the 
glorious prize can be won.

To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”
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347

The Collapse of 
the Union
From Debate to Violence 1854–1861

Shall I tell you what this collision means? They who think it is accidental, 
unnecessary, the work of interested or fanatical agitators, and therefore ephemeral, 
mistake the case altogether. It is an irrepressible conflict between opposing and 
enduring forces.

—William H. Seward

“A house divided against itself cannot stand.”  I believe this government cannot endure 
permanently half-slave and half-free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do 
not expect the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided.

—Abraham Lincoln

S
tephen A. Douglas believed that the Kansas-
 Nebraska Act would make him president. Already 
popular among northern Democrats, he expected 
that by sponsoring the bill opening the Kansas 
 Territory to slavery, he would win the support of the 

party’s southern wing. The vote on the act in Congress told 
him he was right. Practically every southerner voted for it.

BLEEDING KANSAS
What Douglas did not anticipate was the confl agration of 
anti-Kansas feelings across the North. Of the forty-four 
northern Democrats who voted in favor of the bill, thirty-
seven were defeated in the 1854 election by Know-Nothings 
and Whigs, some calling themselves Republicans too. The 
Democrats lost control of the House of Representatives and 
so many state legislatures that the Republican party elected 
fi fteen senators.

Free Soilers and Border Ruffians
Also dismaying was the fact that antislavery forces in New 
England and the Midwest mobilized to ensure that  Kansas 
would enter the Union as a free state under the rules of 

 popular sovereignty. Organizations such as Eli Thayer’s New 
England Emigrant Aid Company urged farmers thinking of 
going west to make Kansas their destination. They  sweetened 
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A Hard Country
The western tier of counties in Missouri was a particularly 
violent frontier before (and after) the slavery issue aroused 
tempers there. During the 1840s, western Missourians 
drove Mormon settlers out with arson, beatings, and even 
killings. After the Kansas-Nebraska Act, proslavery western 
Missourians were denounced as “border ruffians” for their 
mounted raids in eastern Kansas. A disproportionate number 
of dubious characters of the Civil War era had roots there. 
Western Missouri was prime recruiting ground for Quantrill’s 
Raiders, notorious Confederate irregulars responsible for 
terroristic attacks on civilians. William Quantrill’s right-hand 
man, Bloody Bill Anderson, scalped the northerners he 
killed. The postwar outlaws Jesse and Frank James and the 
Younger brothers came from western Missouri, as did the 
“bandit queen,” Myra Belle Shirley, or Belle Starr. Today, 
however, things are calm and western Missouri is a nice 
place for the timid to stay overnight, or even longer.
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 antebellum South was so densely populated with whites as 
most of New England was. Southerners thinking about emi-
gration were still drawn more to potential cotton lands in 
Arkansas and Texas than to the prairies of Kansas. With the 
future of slavery in the territory uncertain, southerners own-
ing even just a few slaves were unwilling to risk losing them 
and their capital in Kansas. Not even western Missourians, 
for whom relocating in Kansas was a short wagon ride, went 
in any great numbers. Except for the city of Independence, 

the pot by contributing toward the costs of emigration and 
setting up a farm. Within two years, Thayer’s group alone 
helped to send two thousand people to Kansas. Their pro-
paganda boosting Kansas—abolitionists praised the soil 
and climate as if they were real estate agents— encouraged 
other northerners to head for Kansas instead of Nebraska 
or  Minnesota.

Proslavery southerners could not compete with the north-
ern propaganda and subsidy campaign. No part of the 

“Border ruffians” leaving for a raid of free state settlers in Kansas. The portrayal of them is, obviously, hostile but, perhaps, not a 
distortion. The men who lived in the far west of Missouri were mostly poor struggling farmers, and many of them were pretty tough 
characters. Not every Missourian who harassed free staters in Kansas, however, was frontier scum of this caliber.
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1859 John Brown raids Harper’s Ferry

1856 Proslavery raid on Lawrence, Kansas; Charles Sumner beaten in Senate chamber; John Brown murders proslavery Kansans



western Missouri was still nearly naked frontier. The western 
counties wanted emigrants; they had no surplus to send west 
in the interest of a cause.

However, a good many of western Missouri’s rougher lot 
were willing to vote fraudulently in Kansas elections and 
even to harass free staters who had settled in the territory. 
About 5,000 Missourians voted in the election of a territorial 
legislature in March 1855. In one county in which there were 
only eleven cabins, 1,828 proslavery votes were recorded. 
“Border ruffians,” mounted and armed, intimidated settlers 
they believed to be free staters, roughing them up and even 
burning barns and cabins. 

The violence had more to do with racism and adolescent 
hormonal upheaval than with promoting slavery. Most west-
ern Missourians were struggling farmers; only a minority 
owned slaves. Most border ruffians were, of course, teenagers 
and young men who owned nothing but, as they have since 
time began, found bullying others and generally raising hell 
an appealing recreation.

The Lawrence Raid
It is impossible to say how many of the innumerable beat-
ings, robberies, arsons, and murders of free staters (six in 
1855 and early 1856) should be attributed to the slavery 
controversy and how many would have occurred had slav-
ery not been an issue. Frontiers were socially unstable places 
with rudimentary law enforcement; they were attractive to 
ne’er-do-well petty criminals, “frontier scum” as Americans 
called them long before and long after the Kansas-Nebraska 
Act. But many northern newspapers put a sectional twist 
on the sustained violence of the summer of 1856. “Bleeding 
Kansas” was clearly a miniature civil war fought over slavery. 
Nor were the free staters in Kansas all passive victims. Some 

organized paramilitary cavalries as nasty as the border ruf-
fi ans. The “jayhawkers” beat and robbed proslavery Kansans 
and raided into Missouri.

On May 21, 1856, a large gang of border ruffians rode into 
the antislavery town of Lawrence, Kansas. They shot it up 
and set several buildings afire. Only one person was killed (a 
Missourian crushed by a falling wall), but in other incidents, 
probably the work of the same gang, several free-state settlers 
were murdered.

Bully Brooks
In Washington at about the same time, Massachusetts Sena-
tor Charles Sumner delivered a speech he called the “Crime 
Against Kansas.” Like Garrison, Sumner was a pacifi st; also 
like Garrison, he was given to vituperative language that pac-
ifi sts ought to avoid. During his review of the proslavery vio-
lence in Kansas, Sumner threw in a gratuitous personal insult 
of an elderly senator from South Carolina, Andrew Butler, 
who was sitting nearby. Butler suffered from a physical defect 
that caused him to salivate when he spoke. Sumner coarsely 
alluded to his slobbering as emblematic of the bestiality of 
slave owners.

Two days later, Butler’s nephew, a congressman named 
Preston Brooks, entered the Senate chamber, approached 
Sumner from behind, and beat him senseless with a heavy 
cane—more a club than a walking stick. Brooks explained 
his action by citing the Code Duello, which held that a gentle-
man avenged another gentleman’s insult by challenging him 
to a duel. But a gentleman horsewhipped or caned a social 
inferior who insulted him or his family.

Actually, Brooks mocked “the code of honor.” He did not 
humiliate Sumner with a few sharp raps, which was what the 
Code Duello prescribed; he bludgeoned him until Sumner 

Preston Brooks clubbing Charles 
Sumner on the Senate floor. The 
incident readily lent itself to the 
antislavery movement’s portrayal of 
proslavery southerners as barbarians 
and Sumner as a man of the pen. 
Note the laughing senators in the 
background, southerners, of course 
(although few of Sumner’s northern 
colleagues liked him very much).
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was close to death. Rather than disown or ignore Brooks as no 
gentleman, southerners feted him at banquets, making him 
gifts of gold-headed canes to replace the one he had broken. 
When Brooks resigned his seat in the House, his district re-
elected him resoundingly. Sumner, who had overstepped the 
bounds of Senate etiquette and common decency, became a 
martyr in the North. His injuries were so severe he was un-
able to return to work for several years, but Massachusetts 
reelected him so that his empty desk would stand as a rebuke 
to southern barbarity.

Pottawatomie Brown
Back in Kansas, John Brown, a zealous abolitionist who had 
helped the underground railroad in Ohio and then joined 
fi ve of his sons who had moved to Kansas to vote free state, 
snapped when he heard of Lawrence and Sumner. On the 
night of May 24, with four sons and two other men, he 
 descended on the cabins of fi ve proslavery Kansans on 
 Pottawatomie Creek carrying bladed farm tools. When one 
of the party hesitated, Brown said, “I have no choice. It has 
been ordained by the Almighty God, ordained from eternity, 
that I should make an example of these men.” He called them 
outside whence they were hacked to death. 

Southern politicians who had joked about the border ruf-
fians as if they were pranksters, and who continued to fete 
Preston Brooks, howled in humanitarian anguish. Abolition-
ists who had wrung their hands over the clubbing of Senator 
Sumner were silent about Brown’s cold-blooded ritual mur-
ders. That such an act should be excused and such a man 
idolized by cultivated New Englanders who liked to parade 
their moral rectitude indicates the extent to which sectional 
hatreds had grown. Extremists on both sides justified any-
thing done in the name of “the South, the poor South” or 
“ordained by the Almighty God” in the cause of striking the 
chains from the bondsman.

Fugitive Slaves
To proslavery militants, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, a great 
victory in 1854, looked to be at best hollow in 1856. The ex-
pansion of slavery apparently won in Congress was facing 
defeat at the polls in Kansas. Another so-called concession to 
the South, the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, was having fewer 
results than slave owners anticipated. Although not a dead 
letter, it had not solved the problem of runaway slaves.

Before 1850, between 1,000 and 1,500 slaves had escaped 
to northern states each year. Only a few were returned to their 
owners. Once in Indiana, Ohio, or Pennsylvania, many were 
helped by the underground railroad to escape farther north 
where, further aided by antislavery blacks and whites, they 
found jobs and disappeared into the population. Even when 
a slave owner or a professional slave catcher identified and 
arrested a runaway, antislavery state and county judges often 
found technicalities that prevented them from returning the 
fugitive to the South, or made it their return too expensive 
to be worthwhile.

The Fugitive Slave act of 1850 took northern law officers 
and courts out of the loop. It created officials concerned 

exclusively with fugitive slaves. Special federal commission-
ers were authorized to arrest, judge, and return runaways 
independent of state officials. The act levied harsh punish-
ments on any person helping a runaway slave “directly or 
indirectly.” The commissioners could “compel” a bystander 
to assist in restraining a fugitive who was resisting. To refuse 
meant being punished. The law jeopardized the freedom of 
African Americans who had lived as free men and women 
in the North for years. One of the first persons arrested by 
a federal commissioner had lived in the North for nineteen 
years. (Why his master wanted a runaway long past his best 
working years is anyone’s guess.)

Another Hollow Victory
At first, the 1850 act lived up to southern expectations. 
During the first three months the law was in effect, hun-
dreds of fugitives were returned to their masters. Where 
professional slave catchers had rarely operated more than 
a few dozen miles north of the Mason-Dixon line or Ohio 
River, they now ranged as far north as Boston and the 
Great Lakes, grabbing blacks long known to be runaways. 
About 3,000 African Americans who had lived securely in 
the North fled to Canada to be beyond the reach of the 
1850 law.

Antislavery northerners reacted with the same fury with 
which they responded to the Kansas-Nebraska Act. If a man 
or woman could be snatched from the streets and returned 
to slavery without recourse to the courts, they said, slavery 
was de facto legal in Wisconsin and New Hampshire as well 
as in Alabama—no matter that the people of the state had 
abolished the institution.

By 1856, the underground railroad had adjusted to the 
new circumstances and expanded its “track” so that run-
aways who managed to get aboard would be hidden, fed, and 
guided all the way to Canada. Arrests by the federal commis-
sioners declined. In a few cases, mobs forcefully freed fugitive 
slaves whom commissioners had taken into custody. North-
erners saw the federal law as the arrogance of the slave power. 
Southerners saw northern resistance to the law as acts of war 
against their institutions. 

A HARDENING OF LINES
In normal times, politicians who argue emotionally with 
one another in the halls of Congress socialize outside the 
 Capitol. John Randolph and Josiah Quincy, on opposite sides 
of almost every issue, were warm personal friends.  Calhoun 
and John Quincy Adams liked one another.  Webster and 
Clay, unequal rivals for the Whig presidential nomination, 
conversed pleasantly at receptions. Even Andrew Jackson 
and Nicholas Biddle managed a civil chat when they met 
socially. By 1856, this was no longer so. Some congressmen, 
both northerners and southerners, carried fi rearms on the 
fl oor. They withdrew into their own tribes for social occa-
sions. Against such a backdrop was held the presidential 
election of 1856.



1856: James Buchanan
The Democrats had no choice but to nominate a  doughface. 
A southern slave owner could not win. However, southern 
Democrats would accept no northerner who had not es-
tablished his friendship to the South. Had Kansas not be-
come a battleground, the Democrats would surely have 
picked Stephen A. Douglas. But the Little Giant, a hero in 
the South in 1854, had lost much of his southern following 
when the opening of Kansas to slavery proved to be largely 
theoretical. 

Theoretical even to Douglas: Surprised and alarmed by 
the widespread opposition to Kansas-Nebraska in the North, 
Douglas assured his Illinois constituents and northern Dem-
ocrats generally that they need not worry about Kansas be-
coming a slave state. His concession to slavery was a symbolic 
gesture of goodwill to southerners. Kansas would be a free 
state, Douglas said, because of the unsuitability of the terri-
tory to plantation agriculture. Douglas was probably right. 
Alas, for every northern Democrat he reassured, he alienated 
a southerner.

The Democrats turned to James Buchanan of 
 Pennsylvania, a stolid and dependable party regular since 
the Monroe administration. Buchanan excited no one, but 
he was offensive to few. He was lucky too. He had been out 
of the country serving as minister to Great Britain between 
1853 and 1856 so he had played no role in the passage of the 
 Kansas- Nebraska Act. Still, his southern sympathies were 
well known. In 1854, he and two other diplomats had writ-
ten a secret memorandum, the “Ostend Manifesto” (soon 
leaked to the public) in which he advocated pressuring 
Spain into selling Cuba to the United States (then admitting 
the island to the Union as a slave state).

1856: Frémont and Fillmore
The Republican party nominated John C. Frémont, cel-
ebrated as “the Pathfi nder” for his books describing his ex-
plorations in the West. Frémont was no giant of character or 
intellect. Indeed, his greatest asset was his wife, Jessie Benton, 
the beautiful, intelligent, willful, and energetic daughter of 
Old Bullion Benton. In 1856, Frémont was a logical pick for 
the Republicans. The young party had, as yet, little cohesion. 
Frémont was a military man like the only Whig presidents, 
and he was a Free Soiler.

The southern rump of the American party nominated for-
mer president Millard Fillmore. But the Know-Nothings had 
committed political suicide when, early in 1856, their south-
ern wing forced a proslavery statement into the party plat-
form. The northerners walked out of the convention, most to 
vote Republican. In effect, the Know-Nothings were, in 1856, 
like the Republicans, a sectional party.

They did well in the slave states, winning more than 40 
percent of the vote, and carrying Maryland’s electoral votes. 
Frémont won a third of the popular vote and the electoral 
votes of New England and New York. Buchanan swept the 
South and won the electoral votes of New Jersey, Pennsylva-
nia, Indiana, and Illinois.

Dred Scott
Buchanan’s presidency began with a bang. In his inaugural 
address he hinted that the question of slavery in the territo-
ries would shortly be answered for all time. Two days later, 
March 6, 1857, Americans learned what he meant when the 
Supreme Court handed down a decision in the case of Dred 
Scott v. Sandford.

Dred Scott was a slave in Missouri. For much of his life 
he was the valet of an army officer, in 1834 accompanying 
his master to Illinois, where slavery was prohibited under 
the Northwest Ordinance. Briefly, Scott lived in a part of 
the Louisiana Purchase where slavery was illegal under the 
Missouri Compromise.

In 1844, Scott’s owner died, bequeathing him to his widow. 
With the help of abolitionists, Scott sued his owner (eventu-
ally a man named Sandford) for his freedom on the grounds 
that for four years he was held as a slave in territory where 
Congress had prohibited slavery. 

Dred Scott, his wife, and (above them) their daughters. This sympathetic 
presentation of the beleaguered family indicates how anger in the north 
toward “the slavocrat conspiracy” had spread far beyond the abolitionists. 
Frank Leslie’s was no antislavery newspaper, but a general-interest 
periodical that usually avoided taking stands on controversial issues in 
order to attract the largest possible readership.
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DRED SCOTT

MAP 21:1 The Legal Status of Slavery 1787–1861. This series of maps illustrates why ever-increasing numbers of northerners 
were frustrated during the 1850s. While a majority of Americans wanted to keep slavery out of the territories, every change in the
status of the institution after 1820 increased the area in which slavery was legal.



Missouri courts had released slaves with cases similar to 
Scott’s, but that was before sectional animosity had become 
so strident. Scott lost his case in state court on the grounds 
that whatever his legal status may have been when he was in 
Illinois twenty years earlier, he became a slave again when he 
returned to Missouri. By 1856, Scott’s appeal had reached the 
Supreme Court.

Chief Justice Taney’s Final Solution
Every justice commented individually on the case, unusual 
for the Supreme Court. However, Chief Justice Roger B. 
Taney, an old Jackson henchman from Maryland, spoke for 
the majority when he declared that because Scott was black, 
he could not be a citizen of Missouri, which restricted citi-
zenship to white people. Therefore, Scott could not legally 
bring his suit in Missouri courts.

The Court could have let the decision go at that; several 
justices had the good sense to do so. The legal reasoning was 

sound and a strictly legalistic decision would have raised few 
hackles. (Not even Scott’s; he had been assured he would be 
freed when the case was concluded.)

Unfortunately, Taney continued. He believed he had the 
 ultimate constitutional solution to the question of slavery in 
the territories that was convulsing the nation. Unfortunately, 
he failed to recognize that northern public opinion, infuri-
ated by the  Kansas-Nebraska Act, would hardly accept his 
formula  passively.

In fact, Taney’s formula had been propounded years be-
fore by John C. Calhoun. Taney declared that the Missouri 
Compromise had been unconstitutional in prohibiting 
slavery north of 36°30' because the Constitution forbade 
 Congress to discriminate against the rights of the citizens of 
every state. A state legislature could abolish slavery; the states 
were sovereign. However, neither Congress nor a territorial 
legislature (a dependency of Congress; a territory was not 
sovereign) could do so because that would deny the right 
of the citizens of states where slavery was legal to take their 
property into the territories.

The Republican Panic
The Republicans were fl oored. The essence of their program 
was to win a majority in Congress so as to forbid slavery in the 
western territories. Taney had told them in advance that they 
could not do so. Antislavery northerners saw their political in-
tentions, based on democracy, frustrated by proslavery justices.

To Republicans, the history of the status of slavery in the 
territories was a step-by-step whittling away of the will of 
the majority to prevent the expansion of slavery. Between 
1820 and 1854, under the Missouri Compromise, slavery was 
 illegal in all territories north of 36° 30'. The Kansas-Nebraska 
Act of 1854 legalized slavery in territories where it had been 
forbidden—if a majority of citizens in that territory voted to 
do so. Now, the Dred Scott decision of 1857 prevented a ma-
jority of a territory’s population from keeping slavery out.

Their fury was fanned in October 1857 when President 
Buchanan endorsed the “Lecompton Constitution,” a consti-
tution for Kansas that declared it a slave state. The Lecomp-
ton Constitution was, in fact, a dubious proposition. It had 
been drafted by one of two rival legislatures in Kansas. Pro-
slavery Kansans met at Lecompton, free staters at Topeka. 
Nevertheless, Congress might have accepted it at Buchanan’s 
behest—Democrats had a majority in both houses—had not 
Stephen A. Douglas, the author of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, 
insisted that the Lecompton document be approved in a ref-
erendum of all Kansans before Congress considered it. 

Douglas’s Freeport Doctrine
Douglas, so recently a shoo-in for the presidency, now feared 
that he might lose his senate seat in 1858. The Republicans 
painted him as a proslavery doughface. Few Democrats in 
 Illinois were antislavery; many of them, however, opposed 
the expansion of slavery into the territories. Having presented 
himself as friendly to the South in 1854, in 1858 Douglas had 
to explain to Illinois that popular sovereignty could ensure that 
the territories would be reserved for free men and women.

A HARDENING OF LINES 353

Chief Justice Roger B. Taney is remembered only for his disastrous decision 
in the Dred Scott case. Supreme Court scholars almost unanimously 
regret this because, during Taney’s twenty-eight years on the Court, he 
was a thoughtful, constructive jurist. Taney was of an old Maryland 
planter family—the Taneys were Catholic, dating back to Maryland’s 
brief spell as a refuge for English Catholics. His weakness as a judge was 
in cases involving slavery. Dred Scott v. Sandford was not the first case 
in which Taney’s proslavery sentiments overcame his usual judiciousness. 
Taney was a nationalist and remained as chief justice until he died in 
1864. Still, it is impossible to say if he would have remained if his native 
state, Maryland, had seceded.
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His task was complicated by the Dred Scott decision for it 
denied territorial legislatures the power to keep slavery out. 
In a debate with his Republican opponent at Freeport, Illi-
nois, Douglas explained how the voters in a territory could 
keep slavery out without violating the Supreme Court’s rul-
ing. The Freeport Doctrine was ingenious—Douglas had not 
been a successful lawyer because he had been lucky. 

The Freeport Doctrine held that a territorial legislature 
could ensure that no slave owners brought their slaves into 
that territory simply by failing to enact a slave code: the laws 
in every slave state protected a master’s property rights in his 
slaves. No slave owner, Douglas continued, would be so foolish 
as to take his valuable property to a place where there were no 
laws protecting his rights, no law enforcement officers required 
to arrest and return slaves who ran away. Therefore, when the 
day came for a territory to apply for statehood, there would 
be no slave owners in the convention that wrote the state con-
stitution to ensure that slavery was legal. The Supreme Court 
could overturn an act of Congress or of a territorial or state 
legislature; the Court could not compel a legislative body to 
enact a law it did not choose to enact.

Douglas was reelected to his seat in the Senate. But the 
Freeport Doctrine no more solved the slavery in the terri-
tories problem than the Dred Scott decision did. Southern 
extremists merely shifted their position, demanding that 
Congress enact a national slave code to protect slave owners 
in the territories.

John Brown Returns
John Brown went into hiding after the Pottawatomie mur-
ders, but not for long. Although he was wanted for murder 
in Kansas, he discovered that he could move around openly 

in northern New York and New England. Prominent New 
England abolitionists and their wives were titillated rather 
than appalled by the Kansas murders. They invited him to 
dinners where he showed off the bowie knife and revolver he 
kept tucked into his boots and excited his hosts with repartee 
such as “Talk! talk! talk! That will never free the slaves. What 
is needed is action—action” and “Caution, caution . . . I am 

Race Mixing
Few whites, including abolitionists, believed in racial equality. 
Thus, it was in the political interest of northern Democrats 
to accuse the Republicans of advocating miscegenation, 
race mixture. “I am opposed to Negro equality,” Stephen A. 
Douglas said in a debate with Abraham Lincoln, “I am in favor 
of preserving not only the purity of the blood but the purity 
of the government from any mixture or amalgamation with 
inferior races.”

This kind of attack worried Republicans. They had to assure 
voters that their party’s opposition to slavery did not mean 
they believed in the equality of the races or even equal civil 
rights for African Americans. Lincoln replied to Douglas: “I 
protest, now and forever, against that counterfeit logic which 
presumes that because I do not want a Negro woman for a 
slave, I necessarily want her for a wife. . . . As God made us 
separate, we can leave one another alone, and do one another 
much good thereby.”

Lincoln shrewdly took the debate back to the territorial 
question by quipping directly to Douglas, “Why, Judge, if we do 
not let them get together in the Territories, they won’t mix there.”

John Brown’s Mountains
The Appalachians where John Brown planned to base 
his slave rebellion contained many corners that were 
nearly impenetrable. During the Civil War, Confederate 
draft dodgers and deserters roamed the mountains with 
little fear of being caught. Some folklorists believe that 
Elizabethan speech patterns and seventeenth-century 
ballads that survived nowhere else were found in remote 
Appalachian hollows into the twentieth century, so isolated 
were the people there. “Moonshining” is still associated 
with Appalachian “hillbillies” because it was (and is) easy to 
conceal an illegal still (and, today, a methamphetamine lab) 
in the mountains.

So, as crackbrained as John Brown may have been in 
other matters, he was probably correct to maintain that a 
guerrilla band could function in the Appalachians.

A curiously unbiased nineteenth-century drawing of John Brown 
during the final minutes of his rebellion in the roundhouse at 
Harper’s Ferry. Southerners depicted Brown as a devil, northern 
abolitionists as a godly crusader. The man in Brown’s arms is his son, 
who was already dying when Marines stormed the ill-chosen fortress. 
Brown himself was seriously wounded when he was captured. He lay 
on a stretcher at his trial.
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eternally tired of hearing that word caution. It is nothing but 
the word of cowardice.”

Such bravado is often effective among people who like to talk 
up “sacred causes” as long as they have to risk nothing. Brown 
persuaded six well-to-do abolitionists to give him money to 
launch a slave rebellion. He divulged few details of his plans; 
the “Secret Six” who financed him did not want to know too 
much. He did tell Frederick Douglass what he planned to do: 
With a small disciplined cadre of whites and blacks, he would 
seize the federal arsenal in Harper’s Ferry, Virginia (now West 
Virginia), capture guns and ammunition, arouse slaves in the 
area to join him, and escape into the Appalachians, which rise 
steeply all around Harper’s Ferry. From their mountain sanc-
tuary, Brown’s guerrilla band would swoop down on planta-
tions, free a few slaves at a time, and enlarge the army. Before 
long, Brown predicted, slave rebellions would erupt all over 
the South, destroying the peculiar institution.

Douglass was no pacifist; he was not opposed to employ-
ing force to destroy slavery. But he wanted no part of Brown’s 
scheme. It was doomed to failure, Douglass said; Harper’s 

Ferry was “a perfect steel trap.” He urged Brown to call his 
project off. 

Many critics of  John Brown’s Raid after the fact have echoed 
Douglass. The impossibility of his scheme proved that either 
the old man was out of his mind or that he all along intended 
to fail, offering himself as a martyr to the cause of abolition. It 
is possible that Brown was thinking martyrdom all along. 

Shortly before his execution, he wrote to his wife that “I 
have been whipped but am sure I can recover all the lost capi-
tal . . . by only hanging a few minutes by the neck.” However, 
he never mentioned martyrdom as his purpose to Douglass 
or any of the “Secret Six.”

Brown was no rock of emotional stability; he may well 
have been insane. The Pottawatomie murders were the act 
of a psychopath. But there was nothing crazy about the idea 
of a small guerrilla force operating from a remote and shift-
ing base, avoiding big battles in which conventional military 
forces have an overwhelming advantage, and winning the 
support of ordinary people, in Brown’s instance the slaves. 
Such tactics led to several successful revolutions in the 

Defying the Law: Importers of Slaves

In 1807, Congress prohibited the importation of slaves 
from abroad. In part, the act represented a revulsion to the 
horrors of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. In part, the ban 
on imported slaves was seen as a step toward abolition in 
the southern states.

At first, compliance with the law was virtually univer-
sal (although South Carolinians went on a slave-buying 
orgy in anticipation of the ban). However, the cotton 
boom in the deep South and the end of the foreign slave 
trade caused a steady rise in the cost of slaves that inevi-
tably attracted the attention of the kind of men willing to 
break the law when the price is right. Those who sailed to 
the old slaver ports in West Africa found the markets still 
open. The Ashanti king had been bewildered when he was 
told he was losing his American customers. Other African 
chiefs had condemned the American action as an insult to 
Islam. They and others were delighted that at least some 
Americans were back. They had plenty of slaves for sale. 
King Gezo of Dahomey (whose bodyguard was a platoon 
of tall, fierce, strong women) sold 9,000 slaves annually be-
tween 1809 and 1850. The major vendors at Sangha were 
an American, Paul Faber, and his African wife, Mary, who 
kept meticulous books, as if they were grocers. 

But the transatlantic slave trade was a risky business. 
Great Britain, which abolished the African slave trade 
about the same time as the United States, patrolled the Af-
rican coast looking for violators. By the 1840s, the British 
were stationing thirty naval ships in African waters. They 
returned captives they rescued to Africa and harshly pun-
ished illegal slave traders; it was a hanging offense. (The 

United States Navy kept a squadron of eight ships in Ca-
ribbean waters to search suspicious vessels. Between May 
1818 and November 1821, the navy freed 573 Africans 
from American-owned ships.)

The Portuguese and Spanish continued to buy Africans 
for enslavement in their American colonies. So, the abun-
dance of slaves for sale in Brazil and Cuba, including recently 
imported Africans, made the shorter voyages from there to 
Savannah or Charleston more inviting to Americans.

Northern shipyards continued to build vessels for the 
slave trade. Of 170 slaving expeditions between 1859 and 
1862 that the British intercepted, seventy-four of the ves-
sels involved had been outfitted in New York. The schoo-
ner Wanderer ostensibly a yacht built for John Johnston 
of New Orleans in 1856 was, with its oversize water tanks, 
obviously designed for the slave trade. Still, authorities 
could do nothing until the vessel was caught in the act—
after the Wanderer had landed 325 slaves at Jekyll Island, 
South Carolina, in December 1858, 

By the 1850s, it was difficult to get a conviction for 
slave trading from a southern jury. In 1859, a U.S. warship 
brought the bark Emily, obviously a slaver, into port. The 
case was dismissed. In 1860, the owner of the Wanderer
was acquitted in Savannah and permitted to buy his ship 
back for a quarter of its value. Under the law, crewmen on 
a slaver were liable to be prosecuted along with the ship’s 
owner, but they rarely suffered more than a slap on the 
wrist. With so little deterrence, seamen found it difficult to 
ignore the fact that wages on an illegal slave ship running 
from Cuba were as high as $10 a day, astronomical pay.

How They Lived
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 twentieth century. The odds were never with Brown, but they 
were not prohibitive.

Harper’s Ferry
On October 16, 1859, Brown and eighteen others, including 
several African Americans, captured the arsenal. Then, Brown 
either lost his nerve or deluded himself into believing that the 
slaves in the area were going to join him. Instead of making 
for the hills, he holed up in the roundhouse where he was 
surrounded by United States Marines under the command of 
Colonel Robert E. Lee. In two days Lee’s professionals killed 
ten of Brown’s followers and captured the others, including 
Brown. He was immediately tried for treason by the state of 
Virginia and found guilty. He was hanged in December.

Most northerners grimly approved the speedy trial and ex-
ecution. “It was not a slave insurrection,” Abraham  Lincoln 
said. “It was an attempt by white men to get up a revolt among 
slaves. . . . It was so absurd that the slaves saw plainly enough 
it could not succeed.” Southerners, for whom fears of slave 
rebellion were, if rarely spoken of, frequently in mind, saw 
only an attempt by abolitionists to instigate an uprising that 
would leave them, their wives, and children dead in their beds. 
Virginia governor, Henry A. Wise, who interviewed Brown 
and was impressed by him, dismissed the suggestion that he 
was a lone lunatic. Brown was “fanatic, vain, and  garrulous,” 
Wise said, but also “cool, collected, and indomitable . . . 
firm, truthful, and intelligent.” By implication, Brown was 
like a great many northern abolitionists.

Southern hysteria was confirmed by the fact that most 
abolitionists remained silent, and a few openly praised 
Brown as a hero and a martyr. Ralph Waldo Emerson said 
that Brown’s death made the gallows as holy as the Christian 
cross. Brown was hanged in December 1859; 1860 was an 
election year. Could the South trust a Republican president 
to protect southern whites against other John Browns?

THE ELECTION OF 1860
Southern fi re-eaters declared that if the Republicans won the 
presidency, the southern states would secede from the Union. 
Then, having threatened northern voters, the extremists not 
only failed to work against a Republican victory, they also 
guaranteed it. They destroyed the Democratic party that had 
served southern interests so well. 

The Democrats Split
In 1860, the Democratic party was almost the last national 
institution in the United States. The Methodist church had 
split into northern and southern churches in 1844, the Bap-
tists in 1845, the Presbyterians during the 1850s. Fraternal 
lodges broke in two. The Whig party, the nation’s nationalist 
party, was a fading memory. The Republican party was ex-
clusively a northern institution. Only within the Democratic 
party did men from both sections still come together in the 
hope of settling sectional differences.

In April 1860, with the smell of John Brown’s gunpowder 
still in the air, the Democratic convention met in Charleston. 

The majority of the delegates wanted to nominate Stephen 
A. Douglas as the Democrat most likely to defeat the Repub-
licans. This was sound reasoning. With the electoral votes of 
the South in his pocket, Douglas could expect to win enough 
northern states to have a decisive majority.

 However, the delegations of eight southern states had 
come to the convention primed. They would agree to  Douglas 
only if he repudiated the Freeport Doctrine and called for a 
federal slave code in the territories. It was a senseless ulti-
matum. If Douglas agreed, he would provide the Republi-
cans with the argument that he was the willing stooge of the 
slavocracy. Northern Democrats would vote Republican by 
the thousands. If all the free states voted Republican, the Re-
publican candidate would win in the electoral college. 

Southerners, Douglas’s men argued, should be satisfied 
with a lifelong friend of the South who was the one candidate 
who could keep the Republicans out of the White House. Un-
moved, the eight hard-line states walked out of the conven-
tion. The Douglas forces recessed without nominating him, 
hoping to talk sense into the fire-eaters and reunify the party.

The Democrats reassembled in Baltimore in June. Again 
extremists refused to budge. Disgusted, the regular Demo-
crats, a few southerners among them, nominated Douglas 
and a southern moderate, Herschel V. Johnson of Georgia, 
as his running mate. The southern Democrats nominated 
John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky; to give the ticket a sem-
blance of national support, they chose an Oregon doughface, 
Joseph Lane, as their vice presidential candidate.

Republican Opportunity
The Republicans met in Chicago, optimistic but cautious. 
With the Democrats split, victory was likely. But if they 
picked too strident an antislavery candidate, worried north-
ern voters might back Douglas as the voice of moderation. 
Many delegates believed that the most prominent Republi-
can, William H. Seward of New York, had been too avid in his 
attacks on slavery. Seward had spoken of “a higher law than 
the Constitution” and, worse, of an “irrepressible confl ict” 
between North and South. Former Know-Nothings could 
not forgive Seward for opposing anti-Catholic legislation in 
New York.

So the Republicans turned to the less-known Abraham 
Lincoln. Lincoln was rock solid on the fundamental Repub-
lican principle that slavery must be banned in the territories, 
but he was no abolitionist. He had opposed Know Nothing-
ism and was popular with German voters in Illinois, but he 
was not on record as “pro-Catholic.” In manner he was mod-
est, moderate, humane, and ingratiating. In a speech intro-
ducing himself to eastern Republicans in New York City in 
February 1860, he struck a note of humility, prudence, and 
caution. Not only was slavery protected by the Constitution 
in those states where it existed, Lincoln said, but northerners 
ought to sympathize with slave owners rather than vilify 
them. Lincoln himself had been born in Kentucky, a slave 
state. He knew that a quirk of fate might have made him a 
slave owner. By choosing him, the Republicans accommo-
dated southern sensitivities as far as they could do so without 
giving up their basic principles.
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The Republican platform was comprehensive: a high pro-
tective tariff; a liberal immigration policy; the construction 
of a transcontinental railway; and a homestead act. The plat-
form was designed to win the votes of disparate economic 
groups often at odds with one another: eastern industrial 
capitalists, workers, and midwestern farmers. Moreover, by 
avoiding a single-issue campaign, the Republicans hoped to 
signal the South that they were not, as a party, antislavery 
fanatics. They even named a vice presidential candidate who 
had been a Democrat as late as 1857, Hannibal Hamlin of 
Maine.

The Old Man’s Party
A fourth party entered the contest, the Constitutional Union 
party, representing Henry Clay’s brand of nationalism: sec-
tional forbearance and compromise. The platform of the 
party was, in effect, to stall, reconcile, and hope. It was a mis-
take, its leaders said, to force a sectional confrontation while 
tempers were up; put off the problem of slavery in the ter-
ritories to a later day when tempers had cooled.

For president the Constitutional Unionists nominated 
John Bell of Tennessee, a protégé of Clay. For vice president 
they chose the distinguished Whig orator Edward Everett 
of Massachusetts. Republicans and Democrats alike dis-
missed them as “the old man’s party,” but they had a base. 
The remnants of the Whigs and Know-Nothings in the 
South, voters who could not stomach the idea of voting for 
a Democrat, supported Bell. The party was  strongest in the 
states of the upper South: Maryland, Virginia,  Kentucky, 
and Tennessee.

Republican Victory
Abraham Lincoln’s name was not even on the ballot in ten 
of fi fteen slave states; he won only 4 percent of the vote in 
those slave states where he was listed. But he won 54 per-
cent of the popular vote in the North. He carried every free 
state except New Jersey, just as the Douglas Democrats had 
warned was possible. The sweep gave him a clear majority 
in the electoral college. Breckinridge won 45 percent of the 
vote in the slave states (only 5 percent in the North). It was 
a sectional vote.

Douglas, one of two candidates appealing to voters na-
tionwide, won only 12 electoral votes (in Missouri and New 
Jersey). He ran second to Lincoln in the North and second to 
John Bell in the upper South. Bell carried three border states 
and did well throughout the South. But even if the Douglas 
and the Bell votes had been combined—which was out of the 
question—Lincoln would have been elected. 

South Carolina Leads the Way 
Having already announced that Lincoln’s election meant se-
cession, the fi re-eaters of South Carolina (where there was 
no popular vote for presidential electors) called a convention 
that, on December 20, 1860, unanimously declared that “the 
union now subsisting between South Carolina and the other 
States, under the name of the ‘United States of America,’ is 

hereby dissolved.” Winfi eld Scott, a Unionist of southern 
birth, wrote to the wife of one of the secessionist delegates: “I 
know your little South Carolina. I lived there once. It is about 
as big as Long Island and two-thirds of the population are 
negroes. Are you mad?”

South Carolina did not expect to go it alone. In January 
1861, six states of the Deep South followed suit, declaring 
that a Republican administration threatened their “domes-
tic institutions.” Then came a glimmer of hope. The seces-
sion movement stalled when none of the other slave states 
approved secession ordinances. At the same time they re-
jected secession, however, conventions in the border states 
plus North Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas declared their 
opposition to any attempt by the federal government to use 
force against the states that had seceded. By rebuffing the big 
talkers on both sides, the leaders of the border states hoped 
to force a compromise.

The outgoing president, James Buchanan, was not the man 
to engineer such a compromise. Few still respected Old Buck. 
His secretary of war, John Floyd of Virginia, betrayed him by 

Abraham Lincoln about the time he was elected president in 1860. He 
grew his trademark beard between election day and his inauguration 
because, so he said, a little girl had written to him that he was so 
homely, a beard could only help his appearance.
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transferring tons of war matériel to southern states before he 
resigned. Other friends and allies resigned and left Washing-
ton, few pausing to call on the president who had worked on 
behalf of the South. The first bachelor to occupy the White 
House was quite alone and he knew it. After a hand- wringing 
message sent to Congress in which he declared that while se-
cession was illegal, he was powerless to do anything about it, 
Buchanan sat back to wait for the day he could go home to 
Pennsylvania.

THE CONFEDERACY
As Buchanan slumped, Senator John J. Crittenden stood 
up. Like many Kentuckians, Crittenden had made a career 
of trying to mediate between northerners and southerners. 
Like John Bell, he was a Henry Clay Whig. Now he proposed 
that rather than break up the Union, divide the territories 
between North and South; extend the Missouri Compromise 
line to the California border; guarantee slavery to the south 
of it, forbid slavery to the north.

The Compromisers Fail 
Because of the Dred Scott decision, Crittenden’s plan could 
not be put into effect without a constitutional amendment. 
Crittenden hoped that the specter of civil war, now chillingly 
real with militias drilling in both North and South, would 
prompt both northern and southern state legislatures to act 
in haste.

With some encouragement they might have done so. There 
was a flurry of enthusiasm for Crittenden’s compromise on 
both sides of the Mason-Dixon line. But before the seceded 
states were forced to take a stand, President-elect Lincoln 
quashed the plan. His reasons were political but nonetheless 
compelling. His Republican party was a diverse alliance of 
people who disagreed with one another on many issues. The 
one adhesive that bound them together was the principle that 
slavery must not expand. If Lincoln gave in on this point, he 
would take office with at least half his party in opposition.

Lincoln also discouraged a second attempt at compromise, 
a peace conference held in Washington in February 1861. It 
was a distinguished assembly, chaired by former president 
John Tyler. Tyler had been a southern extremist and, a few 
months later, he would support the secession of Virginia. But 
he worked hard for a settlement in February, proposing a se-
ries of constitutional amendments along the same lines as 
Crittenden’s plan.

Once again, Lincoln drew the line on allowing slavery in 
the southern territories. Instead, he endorsed an amend-
ment (immediately passed by both houses of Congress) that 
would “forever guarantee” slavery in the states where it al-
ready  existed. As he well knew, this was a symbolic gesture. 
A constitutional amendment can be repealed by another 
constitutional amendment. But the question was moot by 
February 1861. Heady with the excitement of creating a new 
nation, the secessionists had lost any interest in restoring the 
Union.

The Confederate States of America
According to secessionist theory, the seven states that left the 
Union were now independent republics. However, no south-
ern leader intended his state to go it alone. Although they 
were disappointed that eight of the fi fteen slave states refused 
to join them, they met in Montgomery, Alabama, shortly be-
fore Lincoln’s inauguration and established the Confederate 
States of America.

The government of the Confederacy differed little from the 
one the secessionists had abandoned. The Montgomery con-
vention adopted the Constitution of 1787 plus amendments 
almost word for word. All federal laws were to remain in effect 
until repealed. The changes the Confederates made reflected 
the South’s obsession with slavery and with Calhoun’s politi-
cal theories, and resulted in several curious contradictions.

Thus, the Confederates defined the states as sovereign and 
independent but called their new government permanent. 
Even more oddly, they declared that individual states might 

Jefferson Davis, first and only president of the Confederacy. Davis 
was zealously proslavery and supported every measure to expand it to 
the territories. Still, he tried to delay Mississippi’s secession, arguing 
that the state should wait until Lincoln was inaugurated and given 
the opportunity to make concessions to the South. His last-minute 
conversion to moderation ensured that he would be elected president. 
The infant Confederacy was hoping for a peaceful secession.
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not interfere with slavery, a restriction on states’ rights that 
no prominent Republican had ever suggested.

The Confederates also modified the presidency. The chief 
executive was to be elected for a term of six years rather than 
four, but he was not permitted to run for a second term. While 
this seemed to weaken the office, the Confederates allowed the 
president to veto parts of congressional bills rather than, as in 
the Union, requiring the president to accept all or nothing.

Jeff Davis
As their fi rst president, the Confederates selected Jefferson 
Davis. On the face of it, he was a good choice. His bear-
ing was regal and he was a model slave owner, the sort that 
 southerners liked to pretend was typical of the institution. 
Davis seemed to be a wise choice because he had kept his 
distance from secessionist extremists. Indeed, Davis asked his 
fellow  Mississippians to delay secession until Lincoln had a 
chance to prove himself. When his state overruled him, Davis 
delivered a moderate, eloquent, and affectionate farewell 
speech in the Senate. By choosing such a man, rather than 

a fi re-eater, the Confederates demonstrated their willingness 
to work with southerners who opposed secession, and there 
were plenty of them, both Douglas Democrats and Whigs.

In other ways, the choice of Jefferson Davis was ill-advised. 
It was not so much the coldness of his personality; George 
Washington had been icy. Davis’s weakness was that despite 
his bearing, he lacked self-confidence and was, consequently, 
easily irritated and inflexible. He proved incapable of cooper-
ating with critics, even those who differed with him on minor 
points. He seemed to need yes-men in order to function. As 
a result, he denied his administration the services of some of 
the South’s ablest statesmen.

Worse, Davis was a dabbler. Instead of delegating au-
thority and presiding over the government, he repeatedly 
interfered in the pettiest details of administration—peering 
over his subordinates’ shoulders, arousing personal resent-
ments among even those who were devoted to him. He had 
been a good senator and secretary of war; he was not up to 
being the “Father of His Country.”

Abe Lincoln
By comparison, Abraham Lincoln knew the value of unity 
and competent help. Rather than shun his rivals within the 
Republican party, he named them to his cabinet. Seward be-
came secretary of state; Salmon P. Chase of Ohio was  Lincoln’s 
secretary of treasury. After a brief misadventure with an in-
competent secretary of war, Simon Cameron, Lincoln ap-
pointed a Democrat, Edwin Stanton, to that post because his 
talents were obvious. Lincoln wanted able aides, not pals or 
toadies. Within their departments,  Lincoln’s cabinet offi cers 
were free to do anything that did not confl ict with general 
policy. As a result, a cantankerous and headstrong group of 
men never challenged his control of fundamentals.

Lincoln differed from Davis in other ways. Far from regal, 
he was an awkward, plain, even ugly man. Tall and gangling, 
with oversize hands and feet, he impressed those who met 
him for the first time as a frontier oaf. His enemies called him 
“the baboon.” Some of his supporters snickered at his clum-
siness and were appalled by his fondness for dirty jokes.

But both friends and enemies soon discovered that the 
president was no yokel. Lincoln had honed a sharp native 
intelligence on a stone of lifelong study and proved to be one 
of the three or four most eloquent chief executives. And yet, 
behind his brilliance was a humility born of modest back-
ground that can be found in no other American president.

First  Blood
The first blood of the Civil War was not shed at Fort Sumter. 
No one was killed there. The first deaths of the Civil War 
occurred in Baltimore a week after the fall of Sumter. A 
prosecession mob attacked soldiers from Massachusetts 
as they marched from one railroad terminal to another. The 
soldiers fired back. Twelve members of the mob and four 
soldiers were killed. 

MAP 21:3 Crittenden’s Compromise Plan of 1861. Crittenden’s 
Compromise recognized the justice of northern anger over the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act and the Dred Scott decision. Crittenden, one 
of the last Whigs, called for the restoration and extension of the 
Missouri Compromise line. Had there been a national referendum 
on it, it might well have won. But, there was no more nation—
seven states had seceded—and Lincoln and the Republicans 
could not accept even the theoretical possibility of a slave state 
emerging in New Mexico Territory. (Unlikely as that was: New 
Mexico was mostly desert; there were more slaves in Mormon 
Utah than in all of New Mexico.) “Absolutely no slavery in the 
territories” was the single principle that held the Republican party 
together.



Lincoln needed all his native resources. On March 4, 1861, 
when he was sworn in before a glum Washington crowd, 
the Union was in tatters. During the previous two months, 
the Stars and Stripes had been hauled down from every flag 
staff in the South except for one at Fort Pickens in Pensacola, 
Florida, and another at Fort Sumter, on an island in the har-
bor of Charleston, South Carolina.

A War of Nerves
Neither of the forts threatened the security of the Confeder-
acy. They were old installations designed for defense and were 
manned by token garrisons. But symbols take on  profound 
importance in edgy times, and the southern fi re-eaters, itch-
ing for a fi ght, ranted about the insulting occupation of their 
country by a “foreign power.”

Davis was willing to live with the Union forts for the time 
being. He understood that the Confederacy could not sur-
vive as long as it consisted of seven of the least populated 
states. His hope was to delay a confrontation with the North 
until he could make a foreign alliance or induce the eight 
slave states that remained in the Union to join the Confed-
eracy. He feared that if he fired the first shot, the states of the 
upper South might support the Union.

The fire-eaters disagreed. They believed that a battle, no 
matter who started it, would bring the other slave states to 
their side. Nevertheless, when the commander at Fort Sum-
ter made it known that he would soon have to surrender the 
fort for lack of provisions, Davis had his way.

Within limits, Lincoln also favored delaying confronta-
tion. He believed that the longer the states of the upper 
South did not secede, the less likely they were to go. More-
over, the leaders of Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, and 

 Arkansas formally warned him against using force against 
the Confederacy. If the Union fired the first shot, they 
would secede.

Finally, Lincoln did not have the people of the North 
solidly behind him. Northern Democrats would not sup-
port an act of aggression and Winfield Scott, Lincoln’s 
chief military adviser, told him that the army was not up 
to a war of conquest. Some abolitionists who were paci-
fists, such as Horace Greeley and William Lloyd Garrison, 
urged the president to “let the wayward sisters depart in 
peace.”

The First Shot
Lincoln had no intention of doing that. He was determined 
to save the Union by peaceful means if possible, by force 
if necessary. He reasoned that if the Confederates fi red the 
fi rst shot, the border states might secede anyway, but at least 
the act of rebellion would unite northerners. If he delayed 
a confrontation indefi nitely, he still might lose the border 
states and still have a divided, uncertain North.

This was the reasoning behind Lincoln’s decision to resup-
ply Fort Sumter. He announced that he would not use force 
against the state of South Carolina. (Lincoln would not com-
municate with the Confederate government.) There would 
be no arms in the relief ship, only food, medicine, and other 
nonmilitary  supplies. He repeated his wish that the crisis be re-
solved  peacefully. But he insisted on his presidential obligation 
to maintain the government’s authority in Charleston harbor.

And so the war came. When the relief ship approached the 
sandbar that guarded Charleston harbor, the Confederate 
artillery opened fire. On the morning of April 12, 1861, can-
non under the command of General P. G. T. Beauregard of 

Fort Sumter, the day after it was surrendered to the Confederacy. The commander of the fort was expected to make only a 
symbolic resistance; Sumter was at the mercy of the batteries in Charleston. Nevertheless, the fort took a terrific battering 
as this photograph shows.
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Louisiana slowly reduced Sumter to rubble. The following 
day, the fort surrendered. Davis was reluctant to the end. In a 
way, he lost control of South Carolina.

The Border States Take Sides
The Battle of Fort Sumter served both Confederate and 
Union purposes. Lincoln was able to call for 75,000 volun-
teers and to get them within days. However, his call for troops 
pushed four more states into the Confederacy:  Virginia, 

North  Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas. In deference to 
Virginia’s prestige, the capital of the new nation was moved 
from Montgomery to Richmond.

Secessionist feeling was strong in the slave states of Mary-
land, Kentucky, and Missouri, but far from overwhelming. 
Lincoln was able to prevent all three from seceding by a com-
bination of shrewd political maneuvers and the tactful de-
ployment of troops. Delaware, the fifteenth slave state, never 
considered secession.

Then, in the contest for the border states, the North won a 
bonus. The mountainous western part of Virginia was peo-
pled by farmers who owned few slaves. They traditionally re-
sented the planter aristocracy that dominated Virginia poli-
tics. The westerners had no interest in fighting and dying to 
protect the human property of the rich flatlanders. In effect, 
the fifty western counties of Virginia seceded from the Old 
Dominion. By an irregular constitutional process, the Re-
publicans provided the means for West Virginia to become a 
Union state in June 1863.

For the border states, the Civil War was literally a war be-
tween brothers. Henry Clay’s grandsons fought on both sides. 
Several of President Lincoln’s brothers-in-law fought for the 
South, and Jefferson Davis had cousins in the Union Army. 
The most poignant case was that of Senator Crittenden of 
Kentucky, who had tried to head off war with a compromise. 
One of his sons became a general in the Union Army, an-
other a general in the Confederate Army.
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Lee’s Loyalties
Robert E. Lee was the most respected officer in the army 
in 1861. When he was asked if he would support the Union 
or the South in the event of a civil war, Lee replied that he 
would support neither; he would support his native state, 
Virginia. “If Virginia stands by the old Union, so will I. But 
if she secedes (though I do not believe in secession as a 
constitutional right, nor that there is sufficient cause for 
revolution) then I will follow my native state with my sword 
and, if need be, with my life.”

It was because Lee’s unionism and opposition to slavery 
were well known that he was not immediately put in command 
of a Confederate army. Many Confederates did not trust him.
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Tidy Plans, Ugly 
Realities
The Civil War through 1862

Our new Government is founded upon . . . the great truth that the Negro is not the 
equal to the white man; that slavery, subordination to the superior race, is his natural 
and moral condition. This, our new Government, is the first, in the history of the 
world, based upon this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth.

—Alexander H. Stephens

The first blast of civil war is the death warrant of your institution.
—Benjamin Wade

T
he bombardment of Fort Sumter answered 
the big question: There would be a war. When 
 Lincoln called for 75,000 volunteers to suppress 
the rebellion, he was flooded with recruits. (The 
 Confederacy already had 60,000 under arms 

in mobilized militias.) By the fall of 1861, the Union had 
186,000 soldiers in uniform, the Confederacy 112,000.

What would battle be like? Armies so large had not clashed 
since the Napoleonic Wars in Europe half a century earlier. 
During the Mexican War, the United States never had more 
than 10,000 men on a battlefield. Now, just fifteen years later, 
two American governments were faced with the challenge of 
feeding, clothing, sheltering, transporting, training, and di-
recting a mass of humanity ten and twenty times that size.

THE ART OF WAR
The Civil War took up where Napoleon and the Duke 
of  Wellington had left off in 1815. What schooling West 
 Pointers had in making war—their education was basically 
in engineering—derived largely from the ruminations of a 
Swiss offi cer of the Napoleonic era, Antoine-Henri Jomini. 
Jomini’s Art of War had not been translated into English, but 
a textbook based on his ideas was available.

Position, Maneuver, and Concentration
Jomini emphasized position and maneuver as the keys to 
winning battles. The fi rst goal of a commander was to  occupy 
the most favorable position on a battlefi eld, usually high 
ground, then to ascertain the weakest point in the enemy’s 
lines, and concentrate his power there. The general who bet-
ter exploited the terrain and moved his troops more skillfully 
would throw back or break through the opposing army. 

Jomini reduced battle situations to twelve models. Therefore, 
officers trained in his school (and with a brain in their heads) 
knew in general what their adversaries had in mind. Unlike 
European generals before the French Revolution, commanders 
were willing to sustain high casualties if the objective of a battle 
was important enough. As in the eighteenth century, however, 
the general who realized that he had been outfoxed was duty 
bound to disengage so that his army could fight another day. 
Retreat, far from shameful, was among the most important of 
military maneuvers because it preserved an army as a function-
ing machine. “Fighting to the last man” was insanity.

The Armies
Civil War armies were comprised of cavalry, artillery, and 
infantry with support units such as the Corps of Engineers 
(which constructed bridges, fortifi cations, and the like) and 
the Quartermaster Corps (entrusted with supply).

Chapter 22
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The cavalry’s principal job was reconnaissance. Horse 
soldiers were an army’s eyes (although there was some ex-
perimentation with anchored balloons during the Civil 
War). Battle plans were based on the information the cavalry 
brought back from sometimes spectacular rides that circled 
the enemy force. Because of its mobility and speed, cavalry 
was also used for raids, plunging deep into hostile territory, 
burning and destroying what they found, seizing what useful 
booty they could transport, and hightailing it out before they 
ran into masses of enemy infantry.

In a pitched battle, cavalry rushed to weak points in the 
line, dismounted, and served as reinforcements. If enemy 
troops fled in disorder, the horse soldiers pursued and ha-
rassed them. But cavalrymen were lightly armed by defini-
tion. For all the dash and flash, cavalry played a subsidiary 
role in Civil War battles. Early in the war, the generals learned 
that, with the improvements in artillery, the gallant old cav-
alry charge was not a good idea. 

Artillery was organized into batteries attached to infan-
try regiments. A Union battery consisted of six field cannon, 
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Wagons of a Union supply unit in Virginia. The North’s advantage in resources and greater efficiency in getting them to troops 
were immense advantages over the Confederacy.
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April 1861 Winfield Scott’s Anaconda Plan
July 1861 First Battle of Bull Run; McClellan named commander
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a Confederate battery four. About ten men were assigned to 
each gun, and others tended the horses that moved the guns 
and caissons (two-wheeled carts carrying powder and pro-
jectiles) into position. A fully loaded caisson weighed almost 
2 tons, requiring a team of six horses. A battery was officered 
by a captain and at least three lieutenants. Laborious, noisy, and 
grimy, the artillery was decidedly unglamorous. However, as 
Napoleon had shown, big guns were critical to both attack and 
defense. In several battles, the Confederates’ shortage of horses 
to move artillery into position contributed to their defeat. 

Before an attacking army moved, its artillery slugged away 
at enemy positions with exploding shells, “softening them 
up.” When in a defensive position, artillery greeted attack-
ing infantry with grapeshot or canister. A canister was a 
tin  cylindrical projectile filled with small lead or iron balls 
packed in sawdust. The can disintegrated upon firing and 
was devastating at 100 to 200 yards. Grapeshot consisted of 
somewhat larger balls in canvas bags. It was used on a charg-
ing army at longer ranges. Examinations of dead soldiers 
after several Civil War battles revealed that the attacking 
armies suffered more from artillery than from small arms. 
(In other battles, five soldiers were killed by minié balls fired 
from muskets for every one killed by grapeshot and canister.) 
Soldiers joked that they fired a man’s weight in lead and iron 
for each enemy they killed. A Union expert learned that their 
estimate was conservative; he calculated that 240 pounds of 
gunpowder and 900 pounds of lead were expended for every 
Confederate soldier who was felled.

The Infantry
The infantry was the backbone of the army. The cavalry 
might worry the enemy and the artillery weaken him, but 
it was the foot soldiers who slogged it out, took most of the 
casualties, and won and lost the battles.

The infantry unit with which commanding generals 
worked was the brigade of 2,000 to 4,000 men, depending on 
what battle and disease had done to it. Under the command 
of a brigadier general, the soldiers formed double lines in 
defense or advanced over a front of about a thousand yards. 
During the first campaigns of the war, captains in the front 
lines tried to march their men in step, as had been done in 
the Mexican War. With the increased firepower of the 1860s, 
however, such formal advances were sensibly abandoned. 

It was enough that the men continued to trot or walk into 
grapeshot, minié balls, thunderous noise, and a haze of black, 
sulfurous smoke. Junior officers led the charges; thus the high 
casualty rate among lieutenants and captains. Majors walked 
behind the lines to discourage stragglers. They carried re-
volvers and were authorized to shoot men who panicked and 
broke ranks, and they did.

If an advancing army was not turned back, the final phase of 
battle was hand-to-hand combat. The attackers clambered over 
the enemy’s fortifications of earth and lumber. Attackers and 
defenders swung their muskets at one another like the base-
ball bats they played with in camp until the defenders broke 
and ran or the attackers were killed or captured. The men had 
bayonets, but neither side succeeded in training the soldiers to 
use them very well. The importance of infantrymen mastering 
this difficult, deadly skill was one lesson that European military 
observers (who were numerous) took home with them.

Except for special units of sharpshooters, there was not 
much aiming. Foot soldiers were not trained to be marks-
men. There was little sense in taking on the big and expensive 
job of training large numbers of men in the ref ined skill of 
hitting small targets at great distances. With a few impor-
tant exceptions (Antietam, Gettysburg), Civil War battles 
were not fought in open country. The men confronted one 
another in dense woods on terrain broken by hills, creeks, 
stone fences, and ditches. In several battles, attackers had to 
clamber up Appalachian cliffs on all fours. Often, opposing 
soldiers could not see one another until they were on the 
verge of touching.

Even in open country, up to hundred cannon and tens of 
thousands of muskets filled the air with a dense, acrid smog 
that, on a windless day, shrouded the battlefield. (Smokeless 
powder was decades in the future.) Even if a soldier was a 
good shot, there was little he could see to aim at.

Billy Yank and Johnny Reb
As always, the men who fought the Civil War were young, 
most between the ages of 17 and 25 with drummer boys as 
young as 12. They came from every state and social class 
although when both sides adopted draft laws (the Confed-
eracy in April 1862, the Union in March 1863), the burden 
fell more heavily on poorer farmers and workingmen than 
on the middle and upper classes.

This was because there were legal ways to dodge the 
draft. The Confederates exempted men who owned twenty 
or more slaves. This was sorely resented by “Johnny Reb,” 
the common soldiers, few of whom owned one. Both the 
 Confederate and Union conscription laws allowed a man 
who was drafted to hire a substitute at a price that was be-
yond the means of the ordinary fellow who did not want to 
go. In the North, a man could pay the government $300 for 
an exemption. 

In July 1863, working-class resentment of the draft law led 
to a week-long riot in New York City. Mostly Irish mobs of 
workingmen sacked draft offices, attacked men who looked 
wealthy, and lynched blacks, whom they considered the cause 
of the war and a threat to their jobs. Some 60,000 people 

Organizational Chart
The smallest unit in the two armies was the company of 100 
men, officered by a captain and two lieutenants. On paper, 
ten infantry companies made up a regiment commanded by 
a colonel. (Regiments were almost always undermanned 
because of casualties and disease.) A brigade consisted of four 
or more regiments under a brigadier general. Three brigades 
were a division. Two to four divisions were a corps. At one time 
or another during the war, the Union army consisted of twenty-
five corps but, by 1865, many had been liquidated because of 
losses, the survivors in them assigned elsewhere.



were involved; at least 400 were killed; some $5 million in 
property was destroyed.

In the South, resistance to conscription took the form of 
thousands of draft dodgers and deserters heading west or into 
the Appalachians and Ozarks where some organized outlaw 
gangs raided farms and occasionally skirmished with Confed-
erate troops. Most southern opposition to the war centered in 
the poorer mountain counties of western Virginia and North 
Carolina, eastern Tennessee, and northeastern Mississippi.

Both Union and Confederate armies were plagued by a 
high desertion rate, about 10 percent through most of the 
war. Bounty jumpers were professional deserters. Because 
some units paid cash bounties to men who signed up, they 
made a lucrative but risky business of enlisting, skipping 
out at the first opportunity, and looking for another unit 
paying a bounty. In March 1865, Union military police ar-
rested one John O’Connor, who was surely the champion. 
He confessed to enlisting, collecting a bounty, and deserting 
thirty-two times.

The penalty for desertion was death; about 200, a small 
proportion of the whole, were actually shot. Most were 
branded with a “D” on buttock, wrist, or cheek, put back in 
the army in none too desirable situations, and watched.

Shirking was not typical of either army. Over the course 
of the war, 1.5 million young men served in the Union 
Army, more than 1 million from a much smaller population 
with the Confederacy. Whatever their resentments, ordinary 
people thought they had something at stake in the conflict. 
Despite their exemption, southern slave owners served in 
proportion to their numbers.

It’s a Woman’s War
A few women worked as spies. The most famous Confederate 
agent was Rose O’Neal Greenhow, a Washington widow with 
entreé into Washington society. During 1861, she forwarded 

information that she had charmed out of Union offi cers to 
Richmond. She was caught before the end of the year but, 
rather than cause a fuss by trying her for treason, Union au-
thorities deported her through southern lines. There were, 
no doubt, dozens of less respectable pro-Confederate ladies 
in Washington, their names unknown for obvious reasons, 
who wheedled information from offi cers by sleeping with 
them. There were plenty of Confederate sympathizers of both 
sexes in the capital.

Harriet Tubman continued to penetrate into Virginia in her 
role of harmless “mammy,” reporting back to the Union army 
the disposition of rebel troops and locations of fortifications. 
Mary Elizabeth Bowser, a domestic slave in Jefferson Davis’s 
household in Richmond, could read, unbeknownst to her 
master, and passed whatever information she could to Union 
forces. Slaves were sources of information for the Union armies 
everywhere although their information was often unreliable. 
An abolitionist Union officer was not surprised by slave spy-
ing: “After all, they had been spies all their lives.”

Most women who wanted to serve became nurses. Shortly 
after Fort Sumter, Elizabeth Blackwell, the first American 
woman to become a medical doctor, organized what became 
the United States Sanitary Commission, which put 3,000 
nurses in army hospitals. At first, the army did not want 
them. Closeness to the front lines, the gore, and the male 
nakedness of the hospitals did not accord with the ideals 
of the gospel of true womanhood. But women like Clara 
Barton (later founder of the American Red Cross) and Doro-
thea Dix, both women of impeccable propriety and power-
ful wills, wore the generals down. The fiercest opponents of 
 female nurses were forced to admit that they were infinitely 
superior to the disabled soldiers who had previously assisted 
in army  hospitals.

A shortage of male workers due to the size of the armies 
and full employment in industry, opened jobs in the federal 
bureaucracy for women at the lower levels. After the war, the 
taboo broken, the number of female civil servants steadily 
increased until, by the end of the century, they were a major-
ity of federal employees in Washington. In the South more 
than the North, for there the manpower shortage was far 
more serious, women took heavy and dirty factory jobs. And 
dangerous: an estimated 100 southern women were killed in 
explosions in munitions plants.
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Wilhelmina Yank and Joanna Reb
Women posing as men fought in the Civil War. Official records 
list 127 female soldiers who were discovered (6 because 
they got pregnant). One historian suggests the number was 
closer to 400. Among them were Jennie Hodges, who fought 
for an Illinois regiment as Albert Cashier; her sex was not 
discovered until “Albert” died in 1911. Sarah Lemma Edmonds 
was Franklin Thompson in the Second Michigan. Passing as 
Lyons Wakeman in the 153rd Regiment of the New York State 
volunteers, Sarah Rosetta Wakeman rose to the rank of major.

A soldier’s sketch of troops on the march. Exhausting treks, 
heavy labor, and training (or languishing) in camp occupied 
far more of a soldier’s days than preparing for a battle, 
fighting, and recovering afterward.
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Scott’s somber warnings that it would take three years and 
300,000 men to crush the rebellion (itself an underestimate). 
Lincoln asked the fi rst volunteers to enlist for ninety days. 
That would be long enough, he thought. Southerners too 
spoke of “our battle summer.” The soldiers and civilians on 
the two sides disagreed only as to who would be celebrating 
when the leaves fell in the autumn of 1861.

These pleasant visions were blown away on a fine July day 
about 20 miles outside Washington. Believing that his volun-
teers could take Richmond before their enlistments expired, 
Lincoln sent General Irvin McDowell marching directly 
 toward the Confederate capital with 30,000 troops but without 
a single reliable map of the country. Laughing and joking as 
they went, sometimes shooting at targets, the boys from Ohio 
and Massachusetts were accompanied by a parade of carriages 
filled with congressmen, socialites, newspaper reporters, and 
curiosity seekers. The crowd carried picnic lunches and dis-
cussed where in Richmond they would enjoy a late supper.

They were met by a Confederate force of 22,000 under 
the command of General Beauregard, recently arrived from 
Charleston. The rebels had hastily dug in on high ground be-
hind a creek called Bull Run, near a railroad crossing named 
Manassas Junction. McDowell attacked immediately, guess-
ing that the Confederate left flank to be the weakest point in 
the line. He was right about that. Although his troops were 
shocked by the ferocity of the musket fire that greeted them, 
they almost cracked the southern line.

Had it cracked, the war might have been over in the upper 
South. To the rear of Beauregard’s line the road to Richmond 
was wide open. At the critical moment, however, 9,000 Vir-
ginians commanded by Joseph E. Johnston arrived on the 
field after a frantic train ride from the Shenandoah Valley. 

THE SOBERING CAMPAIGN
OF 1861
Those who rallied to the colors in the spring of 1861 thought of 
the war as a great adventure, a vacation from the plow and hog 
trough that would be over too soon. They trimmed themselves 
in gaudy uniforms. Some, infl uenced by pictures of Turkish sol-
diers in the recently concluded Crimean War, called themselves 
“Zouaves,” donning fezzes and baggy pantaloons. Other units 
adopted names that seem more appropriate to a boys’ club. 
One Confederate regiment called itself “the Lincoln Killers.”

On to Richmond
Abraham Lincoln shared the illusion that the war would be 
short and almost painless. He waved off General Winfi eld 

Manassas or Bull Run?
Early in the war, the Confederacy named battles after the 
nearest town. So, they called the first battle, on July 21, 
1861, Manassas. The Union army, although not consistently, 
named battles after the nearest waterway; thus, Manassas 
was the Battle of Bull Run. The Union’s Antietam (a creek) 
was the South’s Sharpsburg (a town in Maryland).

The Confederacy named armies after the states they were 
initially assigned to defend, or part of a state in the case of 
Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. The Union named 
its armies after rivers: McClellan’s Army of the Potomac. 
There was a Confederate Army of Tennessee and a Union 
Army of the Tennessee, after the river of that name.

A clash at close quarters between Union 
and Confederate cavalries. Skirmishes of 
this kind lent an aura of romance to the 
cavalry, but they were rare. The cavalry’s 
chief function was reconnaissance and 
lightning raids behind enemy lines. Battles 
like this one occurred only when a scouting 
party or raiders were surprised by enemy 
cavalry as when the Union general Philip 
Sheridan caught Confederate General 
Jubal Early in the Shenandoah Valley 
in 1864.
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MAP 22:1 The Battle of Bull Run, July 21, 1861. McDowell’s army advanced from Washington along the highway that led to 
Winchester in the Shenandoah Valley. The battle lines stretched along Bull Run, a creek, straddling the Warrenton turnpike. 
Confederate generals Johnston and Jackson rushed reinforcements to the scene on the Manassas Gap railroad.
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The Summer Lull
Davis cautioned Richmond society that there was hard 
fi ghting to come, a lot of it. Few seemed to listen. The casu-
alties at Manassas had not been excessive. Once rested, the 
Confederate soldiers were cocky. Southern politicians spoke 
as though the war were over. Volunteer offi cers who had not 
been near the battlefi eld nagged their tailors to fi nish sew-
ing gold braid on their dress uniforms so that they could 
show them off once or twice before the Union capitulated. 
And they bickered. At an endless round of gala parties in 
Richmond, old personal jealousies revived as blustering 
colonels and generals blamed one another for blunders real 
and imaginary.

In the North, the defeat at Manassas taught the les-
son so many southerners tried to ignore. The spectacle of 
 McDowell’s men throwing down their guns and trotting 
wild-eyed into Washington, where they slept in doorways 
and on the sidewalks, alarmed Lincoln and brought him 
closer to Winfield Scott’s way of thinking. The war would 
be no summer’s diversion, but a long, hard fight. Now when 
Lincoln asked Congress for troops, he wanted 300,000 men 
for three years.

Lincoln relieved Irvin McDowell from command of 
what was named the Army of the Potomac, replacing him 
with George B. McClellan. After distinguishing himself in 
Mexico, McClellan had been stationed at West Point where 
he was an innovator with an eye for self-promotion. He in-
troduced a bayonet drill he called the “McClellan  Bayonet 
Drill” and modified a Hungarian saddle for the cavalry 
which he called the “McClellan Saddle.” (It remained the 
army’s standard until 1920.) As president of the Illinois 
Central Railroad (for which Lincoln had been a lawyer), 
McClellan had been a superb organizer and administrator, 
just what the Union needed. In November 1861, when the 
75-year-old Winfield Scott retired, McClellan took over-
all command of the Union armies that were being drilled 
throughout the Midwest.

A brigade under the command of Thomas J. Jackson, a 
37-year-old mathematics instructor at Virginia Military 
Academy, shored up the sagging Confederate left. The 
Union soldiers fell back and then broke in hysteria, fleeing 
for Washington along with the panicked spectators.

Celebrations and Recriminations
The South had a victory and a hero. At the peak of the battle, 
a South Carolinian rallied his men by shouting, “There stands 
Jackson like a stone wall.” The name stuck, for it seemed ap-
propriate to more than Thomas J. Jackson’s performance 
on the battlefi eld. He was introspective and humorless; his 
dullness as a lecturer was legendary among his students at 
Virginia Military Institute. Jackson was a stern Presbyterian 
who took long cold showers to kill his sexual impulses and 
constantly sucked on lemons (reason unknown). Southern 
civilians canonized him although his troops never loved him 
as they loved some generals.

Jackson was an awesome soldier; he came to life when the 
bullets whistled. He never yielded a line to the enemy, and he 
was a genius at maneuvering troops. For two years Jackson 
would do what the South needed done, inserting his men 
into critical positions and standing like a stone wall.

By way of contrast, General Beauregard’s reputation 
c ollapsed after Bull Run because, his critics said, he failed to 
follow up his victory by marching on Washington. This was 
unfair: His army had come within an ace of defeat; it was in 
no condition to march anywhere. Nonetheless,  Beauregard 
was replaced as Confederate commander in Virginia by 
 Joseph E. Johnston, who had brought the troops that saved 
the day from the Shenandoah Valley.

Neither Johnston, Jefferson Davis, nor the president’s mil-
itary advisor, Robert E. Lee, faulted Beauregard. “The Con-
federate Army,” Johnston said, “was more disorganized by 
victory than that of the United States by defeat.” He, Davis, 
and Lee emphasized the need for a pause in action for the 
purpose of intensively training the troops.

The defeat of the Union Army at Manassas/Bull Run. At the 
end of the day it was a rout, but the Confederate army had 
itself come so close to disintegration that a follow-up march 
on Washington was out of the question.
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Northern Strategy
A three-part strategy Winfi eld Scott had recommended 
became, with modifi cations, Union policy. First and obvi-
ous, Washington had to be defended by the Army of the 
 Potomac; if Washington was lost, Lincoln could not very 
well have continued the war. However, the Army of the 
Potomac was conceived as being an offensive weapon with 
the goal of capturing Richmond. Richmond, just 100 miles 
from Washington, was important not only because it was the 
Confederate capital, but also because it was a railroad hub 
and an industrial center. It was the home of the  Tredegar 
Iron Works, which was to sustain the Confederacy’s fi ght-
ing machine throughout the war. The rebellion might have 
continued had Richmond fallen early in the war, but not 
for long.

Second—and Lincoln the westerner needed no tutoring 
on this—because the Ohio-Mississippi waterway was vital 
to the economic life of the Midwestern states, Union armies 
would strike down the rivers and their tributaries. The ulti-
mate object was to win complete control of the Mississippi. 
That would permit western farmers to export their crops, 
as they had down the river. And control of the river would 
isolate Texas, Arkansas, and Louisiana from the heart of the 
Confederacy and left to small Union armies (including Texas 
Unionists led by Sam Houston) while the large armies con-
centrated their force in the East.

Third, the Union would exploit its overwhelming naval 
 superiority to blockade the South, strangling its import-
 export economy. If the Confederates were unable to sell 
cotton abroad, they could not buy the manufactures, par-
ticularly the munitions, that were essential in a lengthy war. 
Critics of Scott called the blockade the “Anaconda Plan” after 
the South American snake that slowly crushes its prey.

On the face of it, an effective blockade was out of the ques-
tion. The navy had only forty-two vessels and the Confed-
erate coastlines were labyrinths of inlets, sheltered channels, 
coves, bays, bayous, salt marshes, and lonely broad beaches. 
It was impossible to prevent every vessel from reaching shore 
or from making a break for the high seas. Nevertheless, a na-
tional commerce could not be rowed through the surf or un-
loaded in swamps. The commanders of the Union Navy felt 
confident that with time and enough ships, they could seal 
the Confederate ports that counted.

Mismatched Adversaries
Southern chances of victory were, on the face of it, pretty thin. 
The disparity between the Union’s and the Confederacy’s 
material resources was a yawning gulf. The population of 
the Union states was 22 million (and immigration continued 
during the war). About 9 million people lived in the eleven 
Confederate states and 3.5 million of them were slaves. Slaves 
produced, of course. They were the backbone of southern 
agriculture and could be pressed into military labor that, 
otherwise, would occupy soldiers. But the white population 
pool from which the Confederate armies could draw soldiers 
was 5.5 million, just a fourth the size of the Union’s.

The gap between the northern and southern industrial 
economies was even wider. There was literally a factory in the 
Union devoted to manufacturing for every factory worker in 
the Confederacy. Almost all the nation’s munitions makers 
were in the North. The arsenal at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, was 
effectively closed as possession of the town changed hands 
several times. The arsenal at Springfield,  Massachusetts, 
 produced more arms than the entire Confederacy. The South 
had to import most of its gunpowder and small arms (thus 
the importance of the Union blockade) and capture much of 
its artillery.  As the war progressed, many Confederate batter-
ies were makeshift combinations of different caliber cannon, 
gravely affecting their efficiency.

Southern railroads were a hodgepodge. There was no 
line to compare to northern trunk lines like the Erie, the 
 Pennsylvania Railroad, and the Baltimore and Ohio (which, 
however, was vulnerable to Confederate raids). About 80 
percent of the nation’s banking was in the North, 75 percent 
of taxable wealth.

Southern Hopes
Nevertheless, the southern cause was far from hopeless. The 
Confederacy was fi ghting an easier war than the Union was. 
Like the patriots in the War for Independence (with whom 
southerners identifi ed), the Confederacy did not have to 
conquer, subdue, and pacify their enemy’s territory—which 
is precisely what the Union had to do. The southerners’ war 
was defensive—the defense of their homes against invaders 
they thought of as foreigners.

Southern generals were familiar with the ground on which 
the battles would be fought, intimately so on the Virginia 
front. Northern generals were fighting in what was, at least 
at the beginning, to them, a foreign land. Indeed, the Union 
army’s maps in 1861 were next to useless. Irvin McDowell 
knew the direction in which Richmond lay when he set out 
on the campaign that ended at Bull Run. But he did not have 
a good map of the roads and waterways of the country—and 
this was country within a hundred miles of Washington. The 
western army’s maps of Tennessee were worse.

Fighting a defensive war meant that the Confederacy had 
interior lines. That is, shunting armies from one front to 
another meant covering far fewer miles than Union troops, 
looping around the lines, had to cover. This advantage was 
somewhat neutralized by the North’s better railroads but 
interior lines help to explain why General Robert E. Lee was 
able, throughout the war, to outmaneuver every Union gen-
eral who faced him.

It was an article of southern faith that their generals and 
their soldiers were superior to the commanders and sol-
diers of the North. Southerners had accorded higher status 
to military education than northerners had. There was stiff 
competition among the southern elite for appointments to 
West Point. In the North, congressional appointments to the 
academy sometimes remained unfilled for so long that con-
gressmen and senators awarded them to anyone who asked. 
All but one American military college was located in the 
South. In 1861, Confederate officers had, at the higher ranks, 
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five or six years more military experience than their northern 
counterparts.

The belief in the superiority of the southern soldier was 
based on the fact that they were country boys, accustomed to 
the rigors of living in the out-of-doors. This was true enough 
and Johnny Reb proved to be a very tough customer. But by 
no means were all northern boys dissipated city dwellers, as 
southern stereotype had it. If soldiers from Philadelphia and 
New York found and sleeping in tents (or outside in the rain) 
to be disagreeable at first, most Union soldiers were from the 
country like their southern counterparts (and accustomed to 
harsher winters at that).

The Quest for an Ally
Thinking of themselves as latter-day American patriots fi ght-
ing latter-day British tyrants, Confederate leaders looked for 
a foreign ally to help them as France had intervened in the 
fi rst War for Independence. They believed that if they proved 
their rebellion viable by winning a battle the equivalent of 
Saratoga, France or Britain or both would recognize Confed-
erate independence and aid them.

Both British and French governments looked favorably on 
the Confederate cause in 1861. The French emperor, Napoleon 
III, was an adventurer, always on the lookout for  opportunities 

Facing Battle

The battle experience was much the same whether a sol-
dier wore blue or gray—except that Union troops were 
almost always better supplied with shelter, food, clothing, 
and shoes. It is difficult to say how much this meant to the 
outcome of the war. Cold, wet, tired, and ill soldiers are 
surely less effective than well-equipped ones. Confederate 
troops without shoes—not uncommon—were usually, but 
not always, exempt from charging enemy lines. As early as 
the second Battle of Bull Run in 1862, the commander of 
a unit called Toombs’s Georgians told of leading so many 
barefoot men that they “left bloody footprints among the 
thorns and briars.” Nevertheless, “Johnny Reb,” the Con-
federate foot soldier, won the respect of both his officers 
and his enemies as a fighting man.

Johnny Reb and his Union counterpart, Billy Yank, knew 
when they were going to fight. In only a few large battles 
was an army caught by surprise. Preparations for massive 
attack were so extensive that getting caught napping, as 
Grant’s men were at Shiloh, was rare. In fact, the men who 
would be defending a position were generally prepared for 
battle with extra rations and ammunition earlier than the 
attackers. The men on the attack knew when they would 
be moving; defenders did not.

Each infantryman was given 40 to 60 rounds of am-
munition for the cartridge box he wore on a strap slung 
over a shoulder. Springfield repeating rifles took a round 
that looked like a modern cartridge but they were intro-
duced late in the war and only in the Union army. The 
muzzle-loading musket—which was used by the Con-
federates and most Yankees—took a round that con-
sisted of a ball and a properly measured charge of pow-
der wrapped together in paper that was twisted closed at 
the powder end. To load the musket, a soldier bit off the 
twist so that the powder was exposed, pushed the car-
tridge into the muzzle of his gun, inserted the paper he 
held in his teeth to keep the ball from rolling out, and 
rammed a rod (attached to his gun) into the barrel to 
the breech. Each time he fired, he had to fall to one knee 
in order to reload. That moment, and when men were 

retreating, were far more dangerous than when troops 
were advancing.

On the eve or morning of a battle, the commanding gen-
eral addressed his troops either personally or in written ora-
tions read by line officers. Confederate General Albert Sidney 
Johnston took the high road in his speech before Shiloh:

The eyes and the hope of eight millions of people rest 
upon you. You are expected to show yourselves wor-
thy of your race and lineage; worthy of the women of 
the South, whose noble devotion in this war has never 
been exceeded in any time. With such incentives to 
brave deeds and with the trust that God is with us, 
your general will lead you confidently to the combat, 
assured of success.

Others, like, General T. C. Hindman in December 1862, 
were demagogues:

Remember that the enemy you engage has no feel-
ing of mercy. His ranks are made up of Pin Indians, 
Free Negroes, Southern Tories, Kansas Jayhawkers, 
and hired Dutch cutthroats. These bloody ruffians 
have invaded your country, stolen and destroyed your 
property, murdered your neighbors, outraged your 
women, driven your children from their homes, and 
defiled the graves of your kindred.

As the war ground on, veterans of battle tended to grow 
quiet and reflective before a fight. Many read their Bibles. 
The American Bible Society printed 370,000 more Bibles 
in 1861 than in 1860. Five million in various formats, most 
“pocket size,” were given to soldiers by the end of the war. 
When, in the war’s final months the Confederacy could 
devote no resources to printing Bibles, Union generals 
sent them between the lines under a flag of truce.

Some soldiers took a few quick pulls of whiskey before 
battle. Friends made promises to look for one another at 
the end of the day and if one of them was dead, to send his 
personal belongings to his family. During the brutal battles 
before Richmond, soldiers wrote their names and addresses 
on pieces of paper pinned to their clothing on the assump-
tion that there would be no friends alive to identify them. 

How They Lived



to win the glory his illustrious uncle had brought to France. 
The idea of creating a French dependency in North America 
appealed to him. He encouraged Confederate diplomats in 
Paris but informed them that he would not intervene without 
British cooperation or, at least, acquiescence.

Then a far more enticing invitation: While  Napoleon was 
waiting for the Confederate Saratoga, Mexican  conservatives—
landlords and the Catholic Church—who were faced with a 
massive mestizo and Indian rebellion, offered to make Napo-
leon’s nephew, Maximilian of Austria, emperor of Mexico in 
return for the help of French troops in defeating the revolu-
tionaries. The beleaguered Union was in no position to oppose 
a French intervention. What self-respecting emperor could 
take an interest in a quasi-dependency of headstrong cotton 
planters when he could tread in the footsteps of Cortés? Not 
Napoleon III. By mid-1862, he was dodging the Confederate 
lobbyists in Paris.

British Ambivalence
The pro-Confederate sentiments of some ministers in Lord 
Palmerston’s Liberal party cabinet had a solid economic foun-
dation. The South was the chief source of the fi ber that fed 
Britain’s textile industry, the foundation of the nation’s wealth 
and power. The great English lords (members of the Tory op-
position) looked upon southern planters as rough-cut kins-
men, fl attering in their Anglophilia and imitation of the man-
ners and paternalism of the British upper classes. Far-seeing 
British statesmen saw what might be their last opportunity to 
arrest the growing economic power of the United States; oth-
erwise, they knew, it was destined to eclipse Great Britain’s.

The hang-up was slavery. British public opinion was 
staunchly antislavery. It had prevented British friendship 
with Texas. By 1861, having nearly destroyed the trans-
 Atlantic slave trade, the government was committed to end-
ing the much greater flow of black slaves to the Muslim lands 
of North Africa and the Middle East. Lord Palmerston, the 
prime minister, was unwilling to risk the wrath of antislavery 
voters unless the Confederates demonstrated that they had a 
real chance of winning the war. But Britain would not help 
them to fight the open-ended defensive war that was Con-
federate policy.

A combination of Confederate blunders, bad luck, Union 
diplomatic finesse, and a great Union victory on the battle-
field put an end to British thoughts of drawing a new map of 
North America.

Diplomacy
The blunder was Jefferson Davis’s belief that Britain could 
be blackmailed into coming to the aid of the South. In the 
excited solidarity of the Confederacy’s fi rst days, he prevailed 
on cotton shippers to put the 1860 crop in storage rather 
than export it to Britain. The idea was to put the pinch on 
British mill owners, the Liberal party’s money men, so that 
they would set up a cry for a war to liberate southern fi ber.

“Cotton diplomacy” failed. English mill owners had seen 
the war coming and stockpiled huge reserves of cotton. By the 
time their inventory was exhausted in 1862, the world price 

of cotton had tripled, inducing farmers in Egypt, the Middle 
East, and India to devote more land to the crop. In one year, 
they had filled the gap in supply caused by the American war. 
To make matters worse, Union troops captured enough cot-
ton in Tennessee in 1861 and 1862 to keep the mills of New 
England humming and even to sell some to Britain. 

Two successive failures of the grain crop in Western  Europe 
put the finishing touches on cotton diplomacy. Fearing food 
shortages, monarchical Britain discovered that Union wheat 
was more royal than King Cotton. Blessed with bumper 
crops, the northern states increased grain exports by forty 
times between 1860 and 1863.

In November 1861, a zealous Union naval officer almost 
sabotaged northern efforts to keep Britain out of the war. The 
captain of the U.S.S. San Jacinto boarded a British steamer, 
the Trent, and seized two Confederate diplomats who were 
aboard, James M. Mason and John Slidell. Northern public 
opinion was delighted; Lincoln was not. The British minis-
ter in Washington came close to threatening war. Mason and 
Slidell were two hot potatoes of no value in captivity. Lincoln 
took advantage of the first lull in the celebrations to hasten 
them aboard a British warship. “One war at a time,” he re-
marked to his cabinet.

No harm was done. In France, Slidell was frustrated by 
 Napoleon III’s preoccupation with Mexico. In Britain, Mason 
proved no match for the Union minister, Charles Francis 
Adams, who moved with great skill and energy through 
London’s salons. (It ran in the family.) Adams was unable 
to prevent the Alabama, a commerce-raider built in Britain, 
from putting to sea, but he cajoled and threatened the British 
government into preventing other raiders and several Con-
federate rams from leaving port.

1862 AND STALEMATE
As hopes of foreign intervention dimmed, the South looked 
increasingly to northern sympathizers and defeatism to win 
the day for them. A small but noisy minority of northern 
Democrats were frankly pro-Confederate. Former President 
Franklin Pierce was one. Pro-southern sentiment was strong 
in the Union slave states of Maryland, Kentucky, and Missouri, 
but also signifi cant in the Ohio River counties of the midwest, 
a region with a strong southern heritage. However, these “cop-
perheads” as Republicans called pro-southern Democrats (and, 
unfairly, any Democrats who criticized government policies) 
never mounted a decisive threat to the Union war effort. They 
were a minority and Lincoln played free with the civil liberties 
of dissenters.

Lincoln and the Copperheads
One of the president’s most controversial acts was his sus-
pension of the ancient legal right of habeas corpus, a pro-
tection against arbitrary imprisonment basic to English and 
American law. At one time or another, about 13,000 people 
were jailed without being charged with a crime, most of them 
within a few miles of the front lines and all but a few released 
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within a short time. Lincoln also used his control of the post 
offi ce to even suppress hostile newspapers.

The most prominent copperhead was Clement L. Val-
landigham, a Democratic congressman from Ohio. His 
attacks on the war were so unsettling that, after General 
Ambrose Burnside jailed him, Lincoln feared he would 
be honored as a martyr. The president solved the problem 
with his usual ingenuity. He handed Vallandigham over to 
the Confederates as if he were a southern agent. In 1863, 
Vallandigham was forced to run for governor of Ohio from 
exile in Canada. At home, even in prison, he might have 
won; he was popular in Ohio. In absentia, and unable to 
campaign, he was defeated. When he returned to the United 
States in 1864, the thrill was gone and Lincoln was able to 
ignore him.

More worrisome than the copperheads was defeatism, 
the widespread (although never dominant) conviction that, 
at best, the war was not worth the expense in blood and 
money. Each time the Army of the Potomac lost a battle, 
which happened frequently, more and more northerners 
wondered if it would not be wiser just to let the south-
ern states go. Others asked if it was really impossible to 

 negotiate a settlement. Was Lincoln’s Republican adminis-
tration, rather than the southern states, the obstacle to a 
compromise peace?

It was in fact impossible for Lincoln to secure reunion on 
any other basis than victory. Even at the bitter end of the war, 
when the Confederacy was not only defeated, but devastated, 
Jefferson Davis insisted that recognition of southern inde-
pendence be a condition of peace talks.

In 1861 and most of 1862, the Confederates won all the 
battles in Virginia. The show belonged to Stonewall  Jackson 
and Robert E. Lee, who succeeded Joseph Johnston as com-
mander of the Army of Northern Virginia when, at the 
Battle of the Seven Pines in May 1862, Johnston was seri-
ously wounded. Time after time, Lee and Jackson halted or 
drubbed the Army of the Potomac.

But Lee’s and Jackson’s cause was less the Confederacy than 
the defense of “Old Virginny.” Lee had long disliked slavery, 
and he had opposed secession. He told the emissary from 
 Lincoln who offered him the command of the Union army, 
“I look upon secession as anarchy. If I owned four millions of 
slaves in the South I would sacrifice them all to the Union. But 
how can I draw my sword upon Virginia, my native state?”

Feb. 12–16

MAP 22:2 The War in the West, 1862. The importance of the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers for communication and transportation 
can be clearly seen in this map. Thus, the importance of the surrender of Forts Henry and Donelson to General Grant in February 1862. 
Grant’s advance through Tennessee was without incident. Then came bloody Shiloh on the Mississippi border.



Lee’s love of home and his somewhat snobbish distaste for 
parvenus of the cotton states was noble, but also the source 
of his strategic weakness. He never fully appreciated the fact 
that while he was defending the Old Dominion with such 
mastery, the southern cause was slowly being throttled in the 
Mississippi valley and at sea.

The War in the West
Lincoln was no soldier, but he understood better than 
Lee the importance of the war in the West. “We must have 
 Kentucky,” he told his cabinet. Without Kentucky—the 
southern bank of the Ohio River—Lincoln feared the war 
would be lost. Before the army in the East recovered from 
the defeat at Manassas, Lincoln approved moving a large 
force into Kentucky under the command of Generals Henry 
Halleck and Ulysses S. Grant. Early in 1862, Grant thrust 
into Tennessee, capturing two important forts, Henry and 
Donelson. They guarded the Tennessee and Cumberland 
Rivers, two waterways of infi nitely greater value than 
muddy Bull Run. 

Moving through Tennessee to the Mississippi lines, how-
ever, General Grant stumbled into a battle that taught both 
sides that they were not playing chess. Grant intended to at-
tack Corinth, Mississippi, where, he thought, Confederate 
General Albert Sidney Johnston was holed up. Despite evi-
dence that Johnson was able and willing to go on the offen-
sive, Grant and his subordinates camped at Shiloh Church, 
Tennessee, and took no defensive precautions. On April 6, 
1862, Grant’s soldiers were surprised, some still in their bed-
rolls, by 40,000 rebels. Grant rode frantically to the front and 
the army held on, but just barely. Only when, late in the day, 
a fresh army under General Don Carlos Buell arrived, did the 
Confederates withdraw.

Albert Sydney Johnston was killed at Shiloh. Other south-
ern casualties numbered 11,000 of 40,000 troops engaged. 
The Union lost 13,000 of 60,000 men. Bodies were stacked 
like cordwood while mass graves were dug. Acres of ground 
were reddened with blood; the stench of death sickened the 
survivors assigned to the grisly task of cleaning up.

Grant was nearly disgraced, accused of being drunk on 
the night before the attack (not true). Before Shiloh, soldiers 
of the two armies in the West had fraternized, conversing in 
the night and trading southern tobacco for northern coffee. 
Not after Shiloh. Manassas had shown that the war would be 
long. Shiloh showed that it would be bloody.

The War at Sea
Confederate seamen on the Alabama saw the world. The 
commerce raider logged about 75,000 miles looking for 
northern merchantmen, burning something between 50 and 
200 of them—the claims differed wildly—and defeating one 
warship in an evenly matched battle for which the Alabama
had not been designed. Sailors on the ship experienced naval 
warfare at its most exhilarating.

For the Union sailors assigned to the blockade, days were 
long and boring. They passed slowly as their ships bobbed 
in the waves outside southern seaports in scorching sun and 

winter winds. In 1861 and 1862, blockade duty was pure frus-
tration. Four out of five Confederate blockade runners, ships 
designed for speed and a low profile in the ocean, success-
fully made it in and out of port. The blockade runners did not 
cross the Atlantic. European shippers brought the goods the 
Confederates wanted—everything from munitions to cloth—
to Bermuda or to the West Indies. There blockade runners 
collected the goods, paying for them with cotton or bills of 
exchange issued as loans by British banks. Blockade running 
was ferrying, with quick turnarounds and big profits.

The Confederacy came close to breaking the blockade of 
the Chesapeake Bay in March 1862. An old warship, newly 
named the Merrimack, had been armored with iron plates 
so that she had the shape of a tent. Cannonballs fired at the 
ship ricocheted harmlessly off the slanting superstructure. 
The Merrimack was primarily a ram; its prow was a heavy 
iron blade like a plowshare that could slice through a wooden 
hull. Within a few hours of her debut, the Merrimack sank 
several Union warships.

Left unopposed for a few weeks, this single ship might 
have opened the Chesapeake to a busy commerce. But the 
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Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson was the hero of Manassas (and of 
several subsequent battles). He was polite at celebrations in his honor, 
but he probably did not enjoy himself very much. Jackson was all 
soldier, eccentric, and the morally strictest and most disciplined of 
Presbyterians. When, in camp, another officer asked him why he did 
not drink—did he dislike whiskey?—Jackson replied that he did not 
drink because he liked whiskey too much.
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Merrimack did not have even a few days. The Union navy 
also had an experimental ironclad ready to go. The  Monitor
resembled a cake tin on a platter skimming the waves. The 
cake tin was a turret containing two big guns; it was not nec-
essary to turn the vessel in order to fire; the turret rotated, 
an innovation soon copied by designers of ships that looked 
like ships. The Monitor’s round shape deflected projectiles as 
effectively as the Merrimack’s sloping walls. Its hull, barely 
above the level of the water, provided no target.

For five hours on March 9, 1862, the two ships had at 
one another, then disengaged. The battle was a draw but 
strategically a Union victory. The Merrimack had to retreat 
for repairs. In May, the Confederates destroyed it so that it 
would not fall into Union hands and never built another 
ship like it. The Monitor was a prototype for a flotilla of 
others like it.

McClellan and the “Slows”
In creating the Army of the Potomac, George McClellan made 
an invaluable contribution to the Union cause. Not only were 
his men better trained than most southern troops, they were 
also better armed. While the Confederates had to import or 

capture most of their arms, McClellan (and his successors) 
had a limitless supply of munitions and constantly improved 
fi rearms. The Springfi eld repeating rifl e, introduced late in 
the war, allowed Union soldiers to fi re six times as fast as 
musket-armed Confederates. 

McClellan was one of the best desk generals either army 
produced. He knew how to create an edge in numbers, train-
ing, and equipment—and his soldiers were devoted to him. 
McClellan thought of himself as a battlefield commander too, 
a Napoleon. He posed, strutted, and issued bombastic proc-
lamations to his troops. But a fighter he was not. Confronted 
with an enemy army, he lost confidence. Time after time he 
refused to advance, telling Lincoln that he needed more troops 
even when his army outnumbered Lee’s by two to one.

His lack of aggressiveness was partly a personality issue. 
In addition, McClellan was a Democrat and held Lincoln 
in contempt. His conception of the war was at odds with 
the president’s. He did not want to crush the South. He 
believed that by creating a terrifying military machine, he 
could persuade the Confederates to negotiate a peace that 
would return the southern states to the Union. But his army 
was never terrifying enough for himself. He constantly 

Confederate commerce raiders under construction in Liverpool. Three put to sea, the most effective being the Alabama, which savaged 
Union shipping. American minister Charles Francis Adams persuaded the British not to release additional raiders to the Confederacy
after it became likely the Union would win the war. Adams was the son of John Quincy Adams and the grandson of John Adams. 
Effective diplomacy ran in the family.
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overestimated Confederate strength and lied to Lincoln 
about his own.

The Peninsula Campaign
When McClellan fi nally moved in April 1862, he did not 
drive directly toward Richmond as McDowell had. Instead, 
he moved his army by sea to the peninsula between the York 
and James Rivers. In a month he had 110,000 troops poised 
to take Richmond from the south, bypassing the city’s forti-
fi cations.

The plan was ingenious; it may well have worked had 
 McClellan not been afflicted with a dose of what Lincoln 
called “the slows.” The Confederate Army of Northern 
 Virginia was outnumbered and surprised by McClellan’s 
maneuver. However, McClellan squandered his advantage by 
besieging a fort that could easily have been bypassed, then 
assuming a defensive position on the peninsula.

He grossly overestimated the size of the Confederate army 
facing him and demanded reinforcements from Lincoln. 
Lincoln refused to send them for good reason. McClellan 
had left fewer troops to defend Washington than Lincoln 
had requested. Robert E. Lee, who took command of the 
Army of Northern Virginia when Johnston was wounded, 
fooled Lincoln into thinking that the capital was in danger 
by  sending Stonewall Jackson and a small force on a diver-
sionary  mission. (Jackson did not have the numbers to make 
a genuine assault on the city.)

The ruse was successful and Jackson rushed back to the 
peninsula to reinforce the army that McClellan could easily 
have crushed. By the time McClellan moved, Lee had 85,000 
men dug in.

Seven days of battle followed between June 26 and July 2, 
1862, and McClellan was fought to a standstill. Lincoln 
called off the Peninsula Campaign and replaced McClellan 
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MAP 22:3 The Peninsula Campaign and the Seven Days Battle, March 17–July 2, 1862. The Peninsula Campaign was brilliant in 
conception. By approaching Richmond from the southeast, virtually all the fortifications built to defend the city to the north were rendered 
irrelevant. But McClellan dawdled. Although his numerical advantage was overwhelming, he wanted more troops before he moved. Brilliant 
improvised maneuvers by Johnston, Jackson, and Lee fought McClellan to a standstill practically within sight of the Confederate capital.
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as commander of the army before Washington with Gen-
eral John Pope.

Pope had won several impressive victories in the West and 
was a favorite with abolitionists in Congress because of his 
opposition to slavery. But he was no match on the battlefield 
for Lee. At the end of August, with the peninsula secure, Lee 
met him on the same ground as the first Battle of Manassas 
and beat him back more easily than Beauregard had repulsed 
McDowell the previous year.

Antietam
In part because of criticism in the Republican press, Lincoln 
recalled McClellan to command the Army of the Potomac. 
Unfortunately, his reinstatement only confi rmed the gener-
al’s low opinion of the president. Several offi cers on his staff 
went so far as to say that McClellan should march the army 
on Washington and depose the president. (Lincoln was aware 
of this talk.)

The Richmond-Washington battlefront bogged down into 
a fortified stalemate. This was favorable to the Confederacy 
which needed only to preserve the rebellion. But Jefferson 
Davis too was under pressure to “do something.” Dissatis-
fied with Lee’s brilliance in repelling Union advances, crit-
ics wanted the war carried into the North. The chances of 
 British intervention were fading. Only a major victory on 
Union soil, critics said, could bring Britain into the war.

Unfortunately, while Lee worked defensive miracles with 
inferior numbers, his army of 40,000 was not up to an ad-
vance when the enemy was 70,000 strong. Then, the Confed-
erates suffered an appalling stroke of bad luck when a copy of 
Lee’s plans, wrapped around a pack of cigars, fell into Union 
hands. McClellan caught Lee before he was prepared for a 
battle at Sharpsburg in Maryland near Antietam Creek.

The fighting was as vicious and gory as it had been at Shi-
loh. Antietam was the worst single day of the war. Lee lost 
a quarter of his men. His army was in such disarray that it 
was in no condition to retreat efficaciously into Virginia. 
Stoically, Lee waited on the Maryland side of the Potomac for 
the counterattack that would destroy the Army of Northern 
Virginia. To his amazement and Lincoln’s fury, McClellan did 
not move. On the second night after the battle, Lee slipped 
back into Virginia.

The Emancipation Proclamation
During the fi rst year of the war, Lincoln insisted that his aim was 
not the destruction of slavery but the preservation of the Union. 
He constantly reassured uneasy political leaders from the loyal 
slave states, especially in Maryland. When General Frémont 
freed captured slaves as contraband, Lincoln countermanded 
his order and wrote to Jesse Frémont, “the General should never 
have dragged the Negro into the war. It is a war for a great na-
tional object and the Negro has nothing to do with it.”

His insistence on keeping “the Negro” out of it faced con-
siderable opposition in Congress where Republicans who 
had not been abolitionists began to side with abolitionists 
who argued that, in a war brought on by slave owners, de-
stroying the peculiar institution should be a war aim along-
side the restoration of the Union. Lincoln looked at the issue 
from a different perspective: What policy was most likely to 
win the war. In August 1862, shortly before Antietam, Hor-
ace Greeley, an editor with influence nationally, demanded 
that Lincoln move against slavery. The president replied: “lf 
I could save the Union without freeing any slave, I would do 
it; and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves, I would do it; 
and if I could do it by freeing some and leaving others alone, 
I would also do it.”

In fact, Lincoln had already decided to free some of the 
slaves. In the summer of 1862 he read to his cabinet a proc-
lamation that, as of a date to be determined, all slaves held 
in territory still in rebellion were henceforth free. It was a 
longshot gamble that at least some southern leaders would 
calculate that the only realistic hope to save slavery was to 
come to make peace before Lincoln’s deadline. At the least, it 
would mollify the “Radical Republicans” in Congress and be 
popular in Great Britain.

General George McClellan was a superb organizer; he had been an 
efficient president of the Illinois Central Railroad. He was popular 
with his troops, in part because he tried to avoid battles in which 
casualties were likely to be high. (Ironically, he was in command at 
the battle of Antietam, the bloodiest single day of the war.) He was a 
failure as general-in-chief because, a Democrat, McClellan did not 
want to crush the rebellion; he hoped there would be a negotiated 
peace. Unfortunately for his political goals, the Confederates would 
accept nothing but recognition of their independence. 

Th
e 

Gr
an

ge
r C

ol
le

ct
io

n,
 N

ew
 Y

or
k



Secretary of State William Seward, who had become Lin-
coln’s close friend (the president often walked unannounced 
to Seward’s home in the evenings to discuss affairs privately) 
advised caution. He persuaded Lincoln to keep the Emanci-
pation Proclamation secret until after the North won a major 
battle. Otherwise, Seward argued—and it was a good point—
the Proclamation would look like an act of desperation to the 
Confederates and abroad. Despite McClellan’s failure to ex-
ploit it, Antietam was that major victory. On September 22, 
1862, five days after the battle, Lincoln issued his ultimatum, 
to go into effect on January 1, 1863.

Slavery: The Beginning of the End
Abolitionists were not appeased. They pointed out that not 
a single slave would be emancipated on January 1. The Proc-
lamation did not apply in the loyal slave states nor to those 
parts of the Confederacy occupied by Union troops: parts of 
Virginia and Texas, most of Tennessee, and several coastal 
enclaves elsewhere.

This was true enough but, assuming the Confederates did 
not come to terms before the new year, which everyone knew 
was unlikely, the complaint had no substance; it was numb-
skulled. The Emancipation Proclamation was a political 
master stroke. It reassured Unionist slave owners by allowing 

them to keep their slaves. But it permitted northern generals 
to make use of African Americans who, once Union armies 
were nearby, fled to them in the thousands. They could not 
enlist in the army, which did not accept even free blacks. 
They could, however, be hired to dig fortifications and per-
form other labor. And they were no longer producing for the 
Confederate economy.

With Union troops slowly advancing everywhere except 
Virginia, the Emancipation Proclamation was the first step 
in the abolition of slavery that could never be accomplished 
by constitutional amendment, only by a military proclama-
tion like Lincoln’s.

The Emancipation Proclamation allowed Lincoln, with-
out committing himself, to test northern opinion on the sub-
ject of abolition. When Union soldiers adopted Julia Ward 
Howe’s abolitionist “Battle Hymn of the Republic” as their 
anthem—“let us fight to make men free”—Lincoln learned 
that by striking at slavery, he had improved morale.

African Americans in Uniform
Lincoln was dead set against enlisting northern free blacks be-
cause, among other things, he thought them incapable of being 
soldiers. By steps, he changed his mind. Thousands of free  African 
Americans had begun to train as militias in Massachusetts 
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MAP 22:4 Stalemate in the East, 1862. Lee and Jackson displayed their mastery of tactics at Second Bull Run in August 1862, but, 
in September, their army was almost destroyed at Antietam on the Maryland side of the Potomac, in part because Lee’s plans fell by a 
fluke into McClellan’s hands. Lee’s reputation was restored when Union troops made an ill-advised attempt to cross the Rappahannock at 
Fredericksburg at the end of 1862.

Aug. 29–30
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captured African American soldiers. In this, at least, Lincoln 
insisted that black soldiers be treated according to the same 
rules that white soldiers were.

and several other states. Abolitionists, most notably Frederick 
Douglass, nagged Lincoln into accepting them into the army. 

With his generals constantly demanding more recruits, 
Lincoln eventually relented. By the end of the war, fully 
150,000 blacks—both free blacks and slaves freed by the 
Emancipation Proclamation—served in Union blue, one 
Billy Yank in eight. (Only eight African Americans were com-
missioned officers; five of them were chaplains.)

African American units were usually assigned the dirtiest 
duty and, when sent into combat, the most dangerous tasks. 
Many white officers looked upon them as cannon fodder to 
soften up the enemy. Some officers, however, were moved by 
African American bravery. Black soldiers were paid only half 
a white soldier’s wages, about $7 a month. When captured, 
they were treated brutally by Confederates. And yet, because 
they were fighting for the freedom of their people rather than 
for an abstraction, black soldiers were observed to bicker and 

gripe far less than whites did: Their desertion rate was a frac-
tion of the army average.

Stalemate Resumed
Terminally disgusted with McClellan after Antietam, Lin-
coln named an antislavery general, Ambrose E. Burnside, to 
command the Army of the Potomac. Burnside did not want 
the job. An excellent corps commander, he believed the com-
plexities and responsibilities of directing an entire army were 
beyond his capabilities. His self-assessment proved tragically 
on target. He blundered so egregiously that Lee and his gen-
erals were astonished. On December 13, 1862, with several 
options available, Burnside ordered a frontal assault on an 
impregnable southern position on high ground near Freder-
icksburg, Virginia. 

Union soldiers were slaughtered. General Darius Crouch 
exclaimed, “Oh, great God! See how our men, our poor fel-
lows are falling!” Robert E. Lee remarked to an aide that “it is 
well that war is so terrible or we would grow too fond of it.” 
Burnside retreated, in tears and broken. And the Union and 
Confederate armies settled down to winter quarters on either 
side of the Rappahannock River.

The war in the West also bogged down. After Shiloh, 
Confederates under General Braxton Bragg moved through 
eastern Tennessee into Kentucky in an attempt to capture 
that state. At Perryville on October 8, Bragg fought to a draw 
against General Don Carlos Buell, decided his supply lines 
were overextended, and moved back into Tennessee. On the 
last day of 1862, Bragg fought another standoff with the 
Union Army at Murfreesboro. Both sides went into winter 
quarters—neither beaten, neither within sight of victory, 
stalemated.
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Chapter 23

Driving Dixie Down
General Grant’s War of Attrition
1863–1865

The rebels now have in their ranks their last man. The little boys and old men are 
guarding prisoners and railroad bridges, and forming a good part of their forces, 
manning forts and positions, and any man lost by them cannot be replaced. They 
have robbed the cradle and the grave.

—Ulysses S. Grant

B
y the spring of 1863, the Confederacy was suf-
fering severe shortages and a rapid inflation of 
its paper currency. In the Union, the chief prob-
lem was frustration. Lincoln had men, matériel, 
and money, but he could not find a general who 

would fight and win. In the East, Robert E Lee had defeated 
or confounded four commanders. In the West, the situation 
was more encouraging. Southern Louisiana and western 
Tennessee were occupied although not secure. Kentucky was 
still wide open to Confederate cavalry raids.

THE CAMPAIGNS OF 1863
The third summer of the war began with more bad news for 
the Union. By the end of the year, however, the tide had un-
mistakably turned against the South. A second  Confederate 
invasion of the North ended in a disaster far worse than 
 Antietam. In the West, Union armies broke the two-year 
stalemate and Lincoln found there a general in whom he 
could place full confi dence. He was the man who had fl irted 
with disgrace at Shiloh, Ulysses S. Grant.

Chancellorsville
After the debacle at Fredericksburg, Ambrose Burnside’s most 
abusive critic was General Joseph Hooker. “Fighting Joe” had 
distinguished himself in the Seven Days Battles and was a 
key commander in the great victory at Antietam. Later in the 
war he would perform indispensable service at  Chattanooga 
and Lookout Mountain, and he would ride with William 
 Tecumseh Sherman on the March from Atlanta to the sea.

Hooker had a history of indiscretion. He had resigned 
from the army in 1853 when Winfield Scott chastised him 
for badmouthing fellow officers. Publicly faulting Burnside 
after Fredericksburg was bad enough, but he also criticized 
Lincoln. The country needed a dictator for the duration of 
the war, he said, broadly implying that Lincoln was not up to 
the task. In one of the most unusual commissions ever given 
a military commander, Lincoln wrote Hooker that only vic-
torious generals could set up dictatorships. If Hooker would 
win the victory that the North badly needed, Lincoln would 
run the risk that Hooker was a Napoleon.

Hooker restored the morale of the Army of the Potomac. 
(He was as good an administrator as McClellan) and drew up 
the Union’s best battle plan since the Peninsula. He crossed 
the Rappahannock River with more than twice as many sol-
diers as Lee’s 60,000 and, unlike McClellan, he knew it. Once 
again Lee gambled. He threw away the book and divided his 

Hookers
It is a common misconception that the term hookers to refer 
to prostitutes was a kind of tribute to General “Fighting Joe” 
Hooker because he was not sufficiently spirited in keeping 
whores away from the Army of the Potomac. Not true: Hooker 
in its colloquial sense was included in the second edition of 
John R. Bartlett’s Dictionary of Americanisms, published in 
1859. Apparently, the term originated in North Carolina and 
refers to the obvious, an aggressive prostitute’s practice of 
hooking her arm around the arm of a potential client.



According to the book, Lee should have been badly defeated. 
But luck, in the shape of the opposing general, was with him 
again. At the very moment the outnumbered Confederates 
were wobbling on the brink of disintegration, Hooker, utterly 
out of character, ordered a withdrawal. His field commanders 
were incredulous. One general told the courier who delivered 
the order to pull back, “You are a damned liar. Nobody but 
a crazy man would give such an order when we have victory 
in sight!” General Henry Slocum was so sure the order was a 
hoax that he personally galloped his horse to Hooker’s head-
quarters to hear it with his own ears.

What happened? Did Lee’s bizarre division of his army 
scuttle Hooker’s confidence? No one can say. The battle was 
lost inside Hooker’s mind; he had humiliated himself and was 
soon relieved of command and sent to the western armies.

The Army of the Potomac suffered 11,000 casualties at 
Chancellorsville. However, the summary of the battle exposed 
a weakness in the South’s fighting capacity that could only 
grow more serious. Lee’s losses were worse than  Hooker’s. 
If the two armies continued to suffer more or less equally in 
battle, the Confederacy would simply run out of soldiers no 
matter how long Lee’s string of victories.

The casualty Lee felt most grievously was the loss of his 
“strong right arm,” Stonewall Jackson. To make things worse, 
Jackson’s death was a fluke; he was felled by “friendly fire.” 
The General was returning from a reconnaissance mission 
between the lines when Confederate pickets opened fire 
 before they identified their targets. Jackson’s arm was ampu-
tated in an effort to save him, but he died several days after 
the operation. Lee tactlessly but honestly said that he could 
never replace Jackson. He was never as confident in any other 
subordinate as he was in Jackson.

THE FORTRESS AT VICKSBURG
In the West, the Union’s primary objective remained what it 
had been for two years: winning control of the  Mississippi. 
By holding fast to a 150-mile stretch of the river between 
Vicksburg, Mississippi, and Port Hudson, Louisiana, the reb-
els were able to shuttle goods and men from one end of the 
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Robert E. Lee took great pride in his family heritage. He was a 
patrician, always soberly dignified, “the marble man.” He owned 
no slaves, opposed secession, and looked down upon newly rich 
cotton planters from the deep South. Lee did not so much join the 
Confederacy as he defended Virginia.
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1863 1864 1865 1866

The North’s War of Attrition 1863–1865

Jan 1863 Emancipation Proclamation in effect
March 1863 Conscription in North

May 1863 Battle of Chancellorsville
July 1863 Battle of Gettysburg; Vicksburg surrenders

Sept 1863 Battle of Chickamauga

May 1864 Battles of the Wilderness, Spotsylvania

Lee surrenders; Lincoln assassinated  April 1865

Sept 1864 Sherman takes Atlanta
Nov 1864 Lincoln reelected

Nov–Dec 1864 Sherman’s march to the sea

June 1864 Battle of Cold Harbor; Siege of Petersburg begins

Nov 1863 Battle of Chattanooga

army; Jomini must have turned over in his grave. His men 
left their fortifications, another “don’t” when badly outnum-
bered, and hit Hooker from two directions near the town of 
Chancellorsville.
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Confederacy to the other. Midwestern farmers were unable 
to export their crops down the Mississippi because Vicksburg 
sat on a sweeping bend of the river on bluffs up to 200 feet 
high. Confederate artillery, extending for 7 miles, could blow 
any heavily laden steamboat or drifting raft carrying freight 
out of the water, as the gunners several times demonstrated.

The Confederate army in Vicksburg was commanded by 
a most unlikely southern general. John C. Pemberton was 
a Pennsylvanian, born and raised a Quaker, who had mar-
ried into a southern slave-owning family. He was a compe-
tent commander but was made uneasy by southerners who 
called him a Yankee traitor. When Joseph Johnston told him 
to abandon Vicksburg and save his army, Pemberton refused 
rather than listen to more abuse.

Actually, the topography was on Pemberton’s side. Naval 
assault proved impossible in the face of Pemberton’s 200 big 
guns atop the cliffs. Union infantry could not approach the 
city from the north where Vicksburg was protected by rug-
ged woodland laced by bayous and creeks running in deep 
ravines. It was a tangle of woods, earth, brush, and water that 
the Confederates knew but which was, around every tree, a 
surprise to Union soldiers. Each time they tried to struggle 
through the morass, the Confederate garrison sallied out 
and repelled them. Vicksburg was as near and as far from the 
Union’s western armies as Richmond was from the Army of 
the Potomac.

U. S. Grant
Then, in March 1863, commanding the Army of the  Tennessee, 
Ulysses S. Grant, just 41 years old, hatched a plan to take 
Vicksburg that was as daring and as risky as Lee’s maneuver 
at Chancellorsville. 

A West Point graduate, Grant had been cited for bravery 
in the Mexican War but then was shunted off to duty at a 
lonely desert fort and subsequently to a cold, wet, and lone-
lier outpost on the northern California coast. Far from his 
wife, to whom he was devoted, Grant took to whiskey and, 
after several dressings down by his superior, he resigned from 
the army. In business and trying to farm back in Illinois and 
 Missouri, he failed at everything. When the Civil War broke 
out, he was a clerk in a relative’s store—a charity job.

The Civil War was a godsend for men like Grant. Criti-
cally short of officers, the army did not quibble because Joe 
Hooker had been obnoxious and Grant a drunk. Grant was 
in command at the first notable Union victory of the war, 
the capture of Forts Henry and Donelson. Then came Shiloh 
which, while a Union victory in the end, caught Grant by 
surprise and revived suspicions of his friendship with the 
bottle. 

He usually looked as if he was hungover. His figure was 
dumpy, his posture unmilitary. His beard was carelessly 
trimmed; his uniform—without regalia—was perpetually 
rumpled and soiled. He napped under trees with his hat over 
his face. During a battle he sat on a stump whittling a stick 
into shavings. Grant struck some people as listless, even stu-
pid, but he was neither.

Nor was he a drunk. Like most other Civil War officers, he 
whiled away the evenings with whiskey and conversation. On 
occasion—no one knows how often—he had to be helped 
to his cot, but not necessarily because he drank excessively. 
Grant could not hold his liquor; he had what today would be 
called a very low tolerance of alcohol. He felt its effects after 
“two fingers” of the creature, about as much as his compan-
ions tossed back to moisten their teeth. A second drink and 
Grant was unsteady on his feet.

Nor was he an addict. When in the company of his wife, 
who joined him in all but frontline camps, he drank nothing. 
(Obviously, there had been words.) There is no evidence he 
was drunk on the eve of any battle, including Shiloh. Officers 
close to him said that he recovered from an evening under 
the weather with just an hour’s sleep.

As a soldier, Grant took little interest in his appearance. Only his 
epaulets indicated his rank. But his subordinates soon learned that 
he sized up battle situations calmly and almost always accurately. 
He had his share of luck, but he was, in the end, the best general of 
the war.
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The befuddled Pemberton was trounced in a series of brief 
battles. In a little more than two weeks, Grant won half a 
dozen confrontations; 8,000 Confederates were prisoners. 
On May 19, with Pemberton unable to escape, Grant sat 
his weary army down before Vicksburg while artillery bom-
barded the city. Nothing was settled. Vicksburg was a natu-
ral fortress and still commanded the river below. But Union 
forces had broken through where they had been helpless for 
more than a year. 

The Siege
Grant understood battles; he would soon demonstrate that 
he also understood war. He was capable of boldness equal to 
Stonewall Jackson’s and he had Lee’s confi dence with large 
commands. His written instructions to his subordinates 
would have allayed the worries of those who doubted him, 
had they seen them. Dashed off on his knee, they were invari-
ably clear, precise, even literary. At Vicksburg, Grant scored 
a feat of old-fashioned military derring-do and then sat 
down to a model exercise in siege warfare, literally starving 
his enemy into surrender. In March 1863, unbeknownst to 
 Pemberton, Grant transferred most of his army to the west 
bank of the Mississippi. He marched the men swiftly to a few 
miles below Vicksburg, recrossed the river, ferried by gun-
boats that had raced by night under the Confederate guns.

Having bypassed the rugged country where Pemberton 
had been unbeatable, Grant abandoned his supply lines, a 
risky maneuver in hostile territory that confused the Confed-
erates. What did Grant know that they did not? Was there an-
other Union army moving in from another direction? There 
was not. Grant charged to the east and frightened a small 
Confederate force under Joseph Johnston to withdraw into 
Jackson, the capital of Mississippi. Grant feigned an all-out 
assault on the town. When its defenders were holed up, he 
left a rear guard behind to contain them and reversed direc-
tion, turning back west to Vicksburg (and his supply line!). 
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MAP 23:1 Grant’s Vicksburg Campaign. The campaign that made Ulysses S. Grant’s reputation: It was a combination of daring, 
risky maneuvers that bewildered the Confederates and a classic siege, isolating fortress Vicksburg, bombarding the city into rubble, 
and starving its defenders and civilian population.

Loaded Guns
Some 24,000 of 37,000 muskets collected from the battlefield 
at Gettysburg were still loaded; they had not been fired. About 
6,000 of them had between three and ten charges in them. The 
soldiers were so excited that they continued to reload without 
discharging their weapons.

The Gettysburg Campaign
Richmond was alarmed. Jefferson Davis urged Lee to dis-
patch part of the Army of Northern Virginia to hit Grant 
from the rear and lift the siege. Lee refused. He reasoned that 
he could raise the siege by invading Pennsylvania, threaten-
ing Washington from the north, and frightening Lincoln into 
calling on Grant to send men East.
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It was a good plan. It had worked during the  Peninsula 
 Campaign when Stonewall Jackson feigned a move on 
 Washington. Had Lee succeeded in 1863, his reputation as 
a strategist would equal his reputation as a tactician. But he 
failed because, ironically, in the most famous battle of the Civil 
War, Lee made the most serious tactical mistake of his career.

At first, all went well. Lee’s thrust into Pennsylvania sur-
prised the Army of the Potomac, now commanded by Gen-
eral George Meade. Lee’s whereabouts were a mystery; his 
army moved faster than anyone who saw it could inform 
Washington. Meade drifted to the northwest on several roads, 
hoping he would find Lee on ground favorable to his army. 
On July 1, 1863, forward units of both armies bumped into 
each other near Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. The Union troops 
were looking for Confederates. The Confederates were look-
ing for shoes.

The two armies descended on rolling farmland south of 
Gettysburg. The Confederates occupied the battlefield from 
the north, the Yankees from the south. Both established good 
positions on parallel ridges about half a mile apart, the rebels 
on Seminary Ridge, the Union troops on Cemetery Ridge. 

Deciding to move before Meade’s entrenchments were 
complete, Lee attacked with his left flank (Meade’s right) 
and almost won the battle on the first day. As Lee calculated, 

his men pushed Meade’s line back until it was curled into 
the shape of a fish hook. Then, however, the Union soldiers 
held and Lee did not have the resources with which to turn 
Meade’s flank without exposing the rest of his army to coun-
terattack that might split his army in two.

On July 2, Lee attacked with his right wing, at the opposite 
end of the Union line (the eye of the fishhook). Once again, 
the rebels came within a few yards and a few hundred men 
of breaking through. But when the sun set, Union troops 
under Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain of Maine had survived 
 hideous casualties but still held a steep, rocky 150-foot-high 
hill called Little Round Top. It was a critical position, perhaps 
the most important single position on the battlefield. The 
army that occupied Little Round Top—and Chamberlain 
was flooded with reinforcements overnight—could enfilade 
the open fields that separated the two ridges. That is, they 
could shoot into an advancing army from the side, vastly in-
creasing the odds of balls finding targets.

That night, Lee’s imagination failed him. (If, indeed, there 
was anything he could do.) Badly outnumbered now, he 
guessed correctly that Little Round Top had been reinforced. 
He rejected a second attack on the fish hook for the same rea-
son he left off there on day one. He ordered a massive frontal 
assault on the Union center. General James Longstreet argued 

July 1–3

May 1–4

Little Round Top
July 2

Culp’s Hill
The Fish Hook

July 1

MAP 23:2 Chancellorsville and Gettysburg. Had General Joseph Hooker been aggressive at Chancellorsville as he had been earlier 
in the war, and afterwards, he would likely have been the hero of the war. But he withdrew when victory was within his grasp. His 
defeat made Lee’s immediate offensive into Pennsylvania possible but, at Gettysburg, the Confederacy’s offensive capability was 
destroyed.
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The Anti-Draft Riots

In 1861, the United States army had no trouble recruiting 
troops. By activating state militias and signing up ninety-day 
enlistees, Lincoln had 187,000 men in the ranks within a few 
months. When the defeat at Bull Run in July demonstrated 
that winning the war would require a much larger force, pa-
triotic recruitment rallies all over the country swelled the 
number of soldiers to 630,000 by the end of winter 1862.

Then came the carnage at Shiloh and the even higher 
casualties at Antietam in September. Enlistments sagged 
and desertions increased. Civic leaders hoping to raise a 
regiment and be commissioned colonels found they had 
to pay bounties to fill the ranks. Even then, with 900,000 
in arms at the beginning of 1863, it was clear that the pool 
of willing volunteers was close to dry. Just to maintain 
the size of the armies in the face of deaths and disabilities 
(more from disease than from battle), conscription was a 
must. (The Confederacy already had a draft.)

The Conscription Act of March 1863 applied to all men 
between the ages of 20 and 45. However, it was far from 
equitable. By paying a “commutation fee” of $300, a man 
could have his name removed from the list from which 
draftees would be picked. If a man was drafted and did not 
want to go, he could still pay a man who was not selected 
to substitute for him.

The Conscription Act was, quite baldly, a rich man’s law. In 
1863, $300 was a munificent sum, $4,500–$5,000 in today’s 
dollars. Only a wealthy man could hand over such a sum 
with a shrug. Most Democratic party politicians denounced 
the draft, organizing demonstrations in several cities. There 
was little violence, however, before July, 1863 when the first 
draw of names was scheduled. Then, in New York City, there 
was a riot on the scale that astonished everyone.

On July 12, New York’s newspapers published the names 
of the city’s draftees. A large number of them were Irish 
immigrants. A quarter of New York’s population was Irish-
born; among the lower classes that the draft hit hardest, the 
percentage was much higher. Spontaneously on July 13, 
about 500 mostly Irish workingmen stormed and destroyed 
the Provost-Marshall’s office where draftees were to report. 

News of the action spread rapidly in the slums; within 
hours, tens of thousands were on a rampage. Federal offices 
were the first targets, but the rioters also roughed up men 
who looked rich and every black man unlucky enough to 
be on the streets. By the end of the day, the rioters had taken 
control of large parts of the city. Shortly before midnight, 
the army telegraphed Secretary of War Edwin Stanton:

SIR: The situation is not improved since dark. The pro-
gramme is diversified by small mobs chasing isolated 
negroes as hounds would chase a fox. I mention this to 
indicate to you that the spirit of mob is loose, and all 
parts of the city pervaded. The Tribune office has been 
attacked by a reconnoitering party, and partially sacked. 

A strong body of police repulsed the assailants, but an-
other attack in force is threatened. The telegraph is espe-
cially sought for destruction. One office has been burned 
by the rioters, and several others compelled to close. 

In brief, the city of New York is to-night at the 
mercy of a mob, whether organized or improvised, I 
am unable to say. As far as I can learn, the firemen and 
military companies sympathize too closely with the 
draft resistance movement to be relied upon for the 
extinguishment of fires or the restoration of order. 
It is to be hoped that to-morrow will open upon a 
brighter prospect than is promised to-night.

The next day was worse. Mobs burned black residences, 
churches, dance halls, and brothels known to accommo-
date both black and white patrons. They even destroyed 
the Colored Orphan Asylum that was home to 237 chil-
dren under the age of 12. (The children were evacuated 
and sent on their way before the building was torched.)

By afternoon of the 14th, several regiments from the 
Army of the Potomac arrived in the city. Small detach-
ments had to retreat when confronted by large mobs 
but, when the troops advanced en masse, the rioters were 
“beaten and dispersed.” Estimates of the number of riot-
ers ranged up to 50,000 (too high) and no one knew how 
many people were killed, but, surprisingly, given the scale 
of the violence, the total did not exceed a hundred.

Why was it a largely Irish riot? Why were African Americans 
prime targets? Irish immigrants had enlisted in the Union 
army in large numbers. There were fully thirty-eight “Irish 
regiments” in the army in the summer of 1863, including the 
famous “Fighting 69th” of New York. Many more Irish im-
migrants were serving in units with no ethnic identification. 
By the end of the war, more than 150,000 Irish immigrants 
had served in Union blue, plus an unknown number of first-
generation Irish-Americans. There was no racial prejudice 
in Ireland, as Frederick Douglass had been astonished to 
discover. Irish Americans were famous, even notorious, for 
their red, white, and blue patriotic observances.

The explanation lies in the Emancipation Proclama-
tion, which had been in effect for six months in July 1863. 
To Irish workingmen, the war was no longer just a war to 
preserve the Union, but a war to free the slaves. Patriotic 
as they were, Irish immigrants were Democrats almost 
to the man. Northern Democrats had long-standing ties 
with the almost solidly Democratic South; they were op-
posed to emancipating the slaves. Irish workingmen were 
already hostile toward their African American neighbors 
because blacks competed with them for jobs as unskilled 
laborers. They feared (and were egged on by Democratic 
politicians) that if slavery were abolished, hundreds of 
thousands of southern blacks would migrate north to 
overwhelm them. 

How They Lived
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loudly, intemperately, almost insubordinately, and most of 
the night against the assault. He compared it to Burnside’s 
charge into the powerful Confederate position at Fredericks-
burg. Longstreet pointed out that with two days in which to 
dig in on Cemetery Ridge, the Union line would be invulnera-
ble. Longstreet urged Lee to sit tight the next day, improve the 
Confederate fortifications, and force Meade to attack across 
the wide-open country that separated the two armies.

their trenches. They were hit fi rst with exploding shells, then 
grapeshot, then canister and minié balls from 30,000 muskets. 
The most destructive fi re came from Little Round Top.

Although it boggles the imagination to understand how 
they did it, about a hundred Virginians and North Carolin-
ians actually reached Union lines. There were far too few of 
them. They were immediately surrounded by a thousand 
Union soldiers and killed or captured.

Pickett’s Charge lasted less than an hour. When the survi-
vors dragged themselves back to Seminary Ridge, 10,000 men 
were dead, wounded, or missing. Five of twenty regimental 
commanders were wounded; the other fifteen were dead. So 
were two brigadier generals. Robert E. Lee rode among the 
survivors, barely restraining tears, apologizing over and over.

On July 4, with 28,000 fewer soldiers than he had led into 
Pennsylvania, Lee waited for the Union counterattack. It 
never came. Meade was still ruminating over the horrors of 
Pickett’s Charge. He could see the thousands of bodies lying 
in the open fields. He would not expose his men to the same 
experience. By nightfall, a drizzle became a downpour, mak-
ing the Potomac impassable and setting up Lee’s army for a 
plucking. Defeated and huddled together, the Confederates 
were in a worse position than they had been after Antietam. 
But Lee, his wits collected, designed a complex, brilliant re-
treat and the pouring rain discouraged Meade. He did not 
attack. “We had them within our grasp,” Lincoln fumed in his 
first display of temper since he had gotten rid of McClellan. 
“We had only to stretch forth our hands and they were ours. 
And nothing I could say or do could make the Army move.”

High Tide
Gettysburg was an important victory. It ravaged southern 
morale. Confederate desertions broke all records.  Thoughtful 

“Dixie” and “The Battle Hymn”
The unofficial anthems of the Confederate and Union soldiers, 
“Dixie” and “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” were both 
stolen from the other side. “Dixie” was a minstrel show song 
written by Dan Emmett of New York. The music to “The Battle 
Hymn of the Republic” (and its predecessor, “John Brown’s 
Body”) was southern gospel. Its composer is unknown, but 
it was first noted in Charleston during the 1850s. Julia Ward 
Howe wrote the words of the”Battle Hymn.”
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Pickett’s Charge at the battle of 
Gettysburg, the high water mark 
of the Confederacy. When about 
a hundred Virginians and North 
Carolinians reached the Union line, 
the South came close to making the 
breakthrough for which Lee was 
hoping. But there were too few of 
them. They were killed or captured 
in hand-to-hand fighting. Pickett’s 
charge turned out to be the worst 
tactical decision General Lee ever 
made. He sent his army over open 
country at the strongest part of the 
Union line.

Pickett’s Charge
Stonewall Jackson might have persuaded Lee. James Longstreet 
could not. But his assessment of the situation was dead right. 
General Meade was betting on an attack on his center, and he 
concentrated his forces there. On the afternoon of July 3, he 
had the satisfaction of seeing his reasoning confi rmed. Shortly 
after one o’clock, howling the eerie rebel yell, 15,000 men in 
gray began to trot across the no man’s land. This was Pickett’s 
Charge, a misnomer because the angry Longstreet was in over-
all command, George Pickett overseeing only part of the line. 
The charge was a nightmare from the moment the rebels left 



TOTAL WAR
Grant had shown that he could be a daring tactician of the old 
school. At Vicksburg, with dash and fl ash, he outsmarted and 
outmaneuvered the enemy. Now he informed Lincoln that his 
object was not the capture of Confederate fl ags, commanders, 
cities, and territory, but the total destruction of the enemy’s abil-
ity to fi ght. Richmond mattered to Grant not because Jefferson 
Davis lived there, but because it was an industrial center. He 
would “hammer continuously against the armed force of the 
enemy and his resources until by mere attrition, if in no other 
way, there should be nothing left to him but . . . submission.”

The Union’s numerical and material superiority was greater 
than it had been in 1861. Grant intended to put it to work. He 
would force the Confederates to fight constant battles on all 
fronts simultaneously. Unlike in the past, when Union forces 
“acted independently and without concert, like a balky team, no 
two ever pulling together,” Grant would coordinate every  army’s 
offensives. Unlike McClellan, Grant was willing to sustain high 
casualties on the cold-blooded but rational grounds that the 
North could bear the losses and the South could not. Grant sup-
ported the naval blockade with more enthusiasm than his pre-
decessors at the head of the army. He appreciated that, by 1864, 
the blockade was strangling the southern economy.

Grant’s brand of warfare was not chivalrous. It involved 
wreaking devastation not only on soldiers, but also on a 
society. Philip Sheridan, Grant’s cavalry commander, first 
put “total war” into practice when his soldiers stripped the 
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A Union supply depot in Virginia. Grant’s army was abundantly 
equipped, fed, and sheltered. The troops at Petersburg were treated to 
a grand Thanksgiving dinner in 1864. The Confederates facing them 
ate corn meal mush. By the end of winter, thousands of the rebel 
soldiers were shoeless.
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southerners understood that their armies would never again 
be capable of an offensive campaign. 

Lincoln was still without the decisive, relentless general who 
would exploit the Union’s advantages. Meade had done well, 
but Lincoln was right to think him a man who needed a supe-
rior. Then, news from the West. The victory at Gettysburg had 
not yet been digested in Washington when a spate of telegrams 
informed the president that the siege of Vicksburg had ended 
on July 4, 1863, the same day Lee withdrew from Gettysburg.

Literally starving after having stripped the streets of pets 
and the cellars of rats, Pemberton, the soldiers, and the peo-
ple of Vicksburg faced up to the fact that they were finished. 
Five days later, Port Hudson, Louisiana, the last Confederate 
stronghold on the Mississippi, gave up without a fight. Union 
General Nathaniel Banks took 30,000 prisoners. Within a 
week, the Confederacy lost several times more men than the 
rebels had put into the field at the first Battle of Bull Run.

Tennessee
Worse news followed. In September, a previously cautious 
Union general, William S. Rosecrans, attacked the remaining 
Confederate Army in the West. Rosecrans pushed Braxton 
Bragg out of Tennessee and into northern Georgia. Union 
troops occupied Chattanooga, a major railroad center on the 
Tennessee River.

Like Grant at Shiloh, however, Rosecrans was surprised by 
a counterattack. On September 19, reinforced by grim Con-
federate veterans of Gettysburg, Bragg hit him at Chickam-
auga Creek. It was one of the few battles of the war in which 
the Confederates had the larger army, 70,000 to Rosecrans’s 
56,000, and numbers told. The rebels smashed through 
the Union right flank, scattering the defenders and mak-
ing Chickamauga among the bloodiest battles of the war. It 
would have been a total rout but for the stand on the Union 
left flank commanded by a Virginian who had remained 
loyal to the Union, George H. Thomas. The “Rock of Chicka-
mauga,” as Thomas was soon nicknamed, had suffered from 
the same snide questioning of his loyalties as Pemberton had. 
Thanks to him, the Union army was able to retire in some-
thing like good order to the fortifications of Chattanooga.

Wisely, Bragg decided to besiege rather than attack the 
city. Unlike Grant at Vicksburg, however, Bragg had enemies 
to his rear. On learning that Rosecrans’s army was bottled up, 
Grant himself marched his men to Chattanooga and, by rail, 
brought an additional 23,000 troops from the East, many 
of them Gettysburg veterans. Late in November, he drove 
Bragg’s Confederates from strongholds on Missionary Ridge 
and Lookout Mountain and back into Georgia.

The long campaign for Tennessee was over. It took two 
years longer than Lincoln had scheduled for it, but at last 
the Confederacy was severed. After Vicksburg and Chatta-
nooga, there was no doubt about the man who was to lead 
the Union army in the end game. Early in 1864, Lincoln pro-
moted U. S. Grant to the rank of lieutenant general—the 
highest rank in the army—and gave him command of all 
Union forces. Grant gave the western theater to his strong 
right arm,  William Tecumseh Sherman.
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Shenandoah Valley, which had fed Richmond and Lee’s army 
for three years. As Sheridan put it, a crow flying over the val-
ley would have to carry his provisions with him. It was left 
to Grant’s favorite commander, William Tecumseh Sherman, 
to give it a name. “War is hell,” Sherman said. He was a no-
 nonsense man, even unpleasant in his refusal to dress up 
dirty work with fuss, feathers, and pretty words.

Sherman’s assignment was to move from his base in 
 Chattanooga toward Atlanta, the railroad center of the lower 
south that was defended by the Army of Tennessee under  Joseph 
E. Johnston. Grant, with General Meade as his field  commander, 
would personally direct the assault on  Richmond.

Grant before Richmond
The war of attrition—grinding down the Confederacy—began 
in May 1864. With 100,000 men, Grant marched into The 
Wilderness, dense scrub forest near Chancellorsville. There 
he discovered that Lee was several cuts above the Confederate 
commanders he had faced in the West. Badly outnumbered, 
Lee took advantage of the thick woods and neutralized Grant’s 
greater numbers, surprising Grant by attacking. Although the 
Union suffered 18,000 casualties to Lee’s 12,000, replacements 
were rushed to Grant from Washington. Lee counted his dead 
and deserters and sent his wounded men home.

Now it was Lee’s turn to discover that he was up against 
a new kind of adversary. Instead of withdrawing so that his 
men could lick their wounds and regroup, Grant shifted 
his army to the south and, two days later, attacked again, 
at  Spotsylvania Court House. He calculated that Lee would 
have had no time to construct fortifications. Overnight, Lee’s 
men did dig protective trenches. For five days, spearheaded in 

places by African American troops, the Army of the  Potomac 
attacked. Grant lost 12,000 men, almost twice Lee’s casual-
ties. Northern congressmen and editors, including a few 
Republicans, howled that Grant was a butcher. Lincoln was 
alarmed. But Grant was unmoved. He sent a curt message to 
the president that he intended “to fight it out on this line if it 
takes all summer.”

Again, Grant swung to the south and Lee’s men, miracu-
lously, dug in. Lee rallied his shrinking army and somehow 
managed to scratch together enough munitions and provi-
sions to keep his men in the field. In June, at Cold Harbor, 
10 miles from Richmond, the two armies fought another 
gory battle. Before they charged, Union troops wrote their 
names on scraps of paper and pinned the tags to their uni-
forms. They expected to die. Even Grant was rattled by the 
casualty list. He later wrote that the attack at Cold Harbor 
was his worst mistake in the war. 

Petersburg and the Shenandoah
At the time, however, he swung south again to Petersburg, a 
railroad center that was the key to Richmond’s survival. He 
might have broken into the town, but for the failure of Gen-
eral Benjamin Butler, a political general in charge of 30,000 
reinforcements, to join him in time. After four days, the sum-
mer only begun, Grant stopped and ordered a siege. 

Grant had lost 65,000 men in a month and a half, more than 
Lee had in his army. (Lee lost almost 40,000.)  One Maine reg-
iment of 850 soldiers (already shorthanded; 1,000 was regula-
tion) reported 218 survivors. Democratic party newspapers 
were infuriated by the gore and, preparing for the November 
election, began calling the entire war a “failure.” The siege of 

June 1864–April 1865

May 28–31, 1864

May 23–24,
1864

May 8–19, 1864

May 5–6, 1864

MAP 23:3 Grant Before Richmond, 1864–1865. Grant was a kind of general Lee had not seen in Virginia. When his assaults were 
rebuffed, he moved south and attacked again. The casualties at each battle were horrendous. Grant was determined to reduce 
Lee’s army by attrition. Lee was fighting a war of attrition too. He hoped by inflicting even greater casualties on the North, he would 
persuade northern voters to defeat Lincoln in the fall of 1864 and negotiate a peace.



Petersburg would last nine months, seven months longer than 
Vicksburg, through the harshest winter of the war.

In July, Lee tried a trick that, with Stonewall Jackson in 
charge, had worked in 1862. He sent General Jubal Early on 
a cavalry raid toward Washington, hoping to force Grant to 
weaken his lines in order to protect the capital. Early’s raid was 
sensational. Early’s men rode to within sight of the Capitol 
dome. But it was a last hurrah. Grant did not panic, and, this 
time, neither did Lincoln. (In fact, Lincoln nearly got himself 
shot by a sniper when he rode out to witness the battle and 
did not take cover until forced by soldiers to do so.) Grant’s 
army stayed outside Petersburg. He countered Early’s raid by 
sending cavalry under General Philip Sheridan—cavalry was 
of no use in a siege—to intercept Early, preventing him from 
rejoining Lee.

Sheridan chased Early into the Shenandoah Valley, the fer-
tile country to the west of Richmond that had been a Con-
federate sanctuary and Richmond’s breadbasket for three 
years. Sheridan defeated Early three times. More important, 
he laid waste to the land that had fed the Army of Northern 
Virginia, burning houses, barns, and crops, and slaughtering 
what livestock his men did not eat or drive away.

Sherman in Georgia
General Sherman was equally destructive in scouring  Georgia. 
He moved into the state at the same time Grant attacked at 
The Wilderness. At fi rst he met brilliant harassing action by Jo-
seph E. Johnston. Then an impatient Jefferson Davis, unaware 
that Johnston’s army was not up to a major battle, replaced 
him with courageous, but reckless John B. Hood, whom Sher-
man defeated. On September 2, 1864, with Grant beginning 
his third month outside Petersburg, Union troops occupied 
Atlanta. The loss of the city was a devastating blow to the 
economy of the lower South and to Confederate morale.

Perhaps more important, the capture of Atlanta took the 
sting out of Democratic attacks on continuing the war. At the 
end of August, the Democrats nominated George  McClellan 
to oppose Lincoln in the presidential election. McClellan 
refused to agree to southern independence (as many Demo-
crats were willing to do). He called for a truce and negotia-
tions to end the war. To Lee and Davis, that meant that if 
the Confederate army could hold out until November, and 
McClellan won, they might win independence. In a way, Lee 
was fighting a war of attrition too; he was fighting to kill so 
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Wounded soldiers outside a makeshift hospital. Army surgeons were dedicated and inexhaustible. They learned a great deal during
the war. After a battle, however, their daylong and nightlong work was mainly amputating shattered limbs. They were able to do little
about infection.
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many northern soldiers that the people of the North cried 
“enough!” 

In Atlanta, Sherman devised a plan that alarmed even 
Grant. After destroying the city’s railroads and warehouses, 
he would abandon Atlanta and “march to the sea,” across 
Georgia to Savannah. His 60,000 men would live off the land 
and then lay the countryside waste, “making Georgia howl.” 
Both Grant and Lincoln opposed the plan. At Vicksburg, 
Grant had ventured fewer than 50 miles from his supplies 
and that was risky. By the time he got to Savannah, Sherman 
would be 350 miles from Chattanooga with no railroad be-
hind him (his troops having destroyed it). Hood’s Army of 
Tennessee, 40,000 strong, would have a big edge if he caught 
up to Sherman’s army strung out for miles on several roads.

Sherman responded that, if Hood pursued him, George 
Thomas’s Army of the Cumberland in Tennessee, with 60,000 
soldiers, would attack Hood from the rear. With grave misgiv-
ings, Grant gave in. The depth of his confidence in  Sherman 
rivaled Lee’s confidence in the dead Stonewall  Jackson. A far 
more anxious Lincoln agreed. He had been looking for Grant 
too long to overrule him.

Sherman ordered the people of Atlanta to evacuate whence 
he put everything of military value to the torch. (Much of 
the residential city was also destroyed although that was not 
Sherman’s intention.) His army set out to the southeast in 
four columns, moving at top speed so as to outrun Hood.  
Hood, right, concluded he could not ignore Thomas to his 
rear. He attacked him in Tennessee and was defeated twice, 
reducing the Army of Tennessee nearly to uselessness.

Sherman’s men destroyed everything of use to the Con-
federacy in a swath 60 miles wide. They not only tore up the 
railroad between Atlanta and Savannah, but they also burned 

the ties and twisted the iron rails around telegraph poles. 
“Sherman bow ties,” they called them. Sherman’s purpose 
in laying Georgia waste was to punish the people of Geor-
gia. Those who caused and supported the war (and profited 
grandly from it, as Georgia had) would suffer for the suffer-
ing they had abetted. This was total war.

Sherman reached Savannah on December 10 and cap-
tured it two weeks later. Resupplied from the sea, he turned 
north, continuing to scorch the earth in South Carolina. He 
intended to join forces with Grant and fight the war’s final 
battle with an irresistible numerical superiority.

The Sudden End
That battle was never fought. In February 1865, Jefferson 
Davis sent Confederate Vice President Alexander H. Stephens 
and two others to meet and try to make peace with Lincoln 
and Secretary of State Seward on a ship off Hampton Roads, 
Virginia. Another Confederate diplomat met with newspa-
per editor Horace Greeley in Canada. Absurdly, they insisted 
on Confederate independence as a condition of peace. Davis 
was out of touch.

Lee and Davis discussed solving their critical manpower 
problem by recruiting slaves. After the war, black sol-
diers would be freed. Lee, and probably Davis too, realized 
that even if southern independence was won, slavery was 
doomed. Such institutions do not survive the disruptions of 
war, whomever the victor. Desperate as the situation obvi-
ously was, the Confederate Congress resisted! The bill passed 
the Senate by only one vote. A few African Americans were 
enlisted. None saw action.

Late in March, Lee tried to draw Grant into a battle in 
open country. He had 54,000 men to Grant’s 115,000, and 

Booth’s murder of Lincoln as drawn soon 
after the assassination. Newspapers and 
magazines were not usually sticklers for 
accuracy in their pictorials. However, this 
representation is confirmed by eye-witness 
accounts gathered by investigators.
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was  easily pushed back into Richmond. On April 2, Lee con-
cluded that he did not have the manpower to hold his 37 
mile long line. The Union line lapped the Confederates at 
both ends. Rather than be surrounded, Lee abandoned Pe-
tersburg and therefore  Richmond. He plan was to make a 
dash west, turn south, resupply in untouched North  Carolina, 
and link up with  Johnston (again in command of the Army 

of  Tennessee) for a last stand. Jefferson Davis, fleeing Rich-
mond, was able to put a happy face on the loss of the capital. 
“Relieved of our obligation to defend cities, we . . . .”

Grant cut Lee off. Desertions had reduced the Army 
of Northern Virginia to 30,000 men and many men were 
shoeless. On April 9, Lee met Grant at Appomattox Court 
House in Virginia in, ironically, the home of a man who had 
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May 14–15

May 25–28

MAP 23:4 The Campaign for Atlanta. Sherman’s advance from Chattanooga to Atlanta was timed to coincide with Grant’s assault on 
Richmond; the Confederates would be unable to shift troops from front to front. President Lincoln owed his reelection in November 
1864 to Sherman’s capture of Atlanta rather than to Grant, whose bloody attacks were repeatedly stopped. 
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moved there from Manassas after the first battle of Bull Run. 
Grant’s terms were simple and generous. The Confederates 
surrendered all equipment and arms except for officers’ 
revolvers and swords. Grant permitted both officers and 
enlisted men to keep their horses for plowing. After taking 
an oath of loyalty to the Union, the southern troops could 
go home. At Lee’s request, Grant provided rations for the 
starving southerners.

Jefferson Davis ordered Joseph Johnston to fight on. The 
veteran soldier, who had not fared well by Davis’s military de-
cisions, knew better. On April 18, he surrendered to Sherman 
at Durham, North Carolina. The ragged remnants of two other 
Confederate armies gave up over the next several weeks.

THE AMERICAN TRAGEDY
More than a third of the men who served in the Civil 
War died in action or of disease, were wounded, maimed 
permanently, or captured. In some southern states, more 
than one-quarter of all the men of military age lay in cem-
eteries. The depth of the gore can best be understood by 
comparing the 620,000 dead (360,000 Union, 260,000 
 Confederate) with the population of the United States in 
1860, about  30 million. Considering that half the popula-
tion was  female and 7 or 8 million males were either too 
old or too young for military service, more than one out 
of every 25 men “ eligible” to die in the war did. Until the 
Vietnam War of the 1960s and 1970s added its dead to the 
totals, more  Americans were killed in the Civil War than in 
all other American wars  combined.

Assassination
There was one more casualty to be counted. On April 14, a 
few days after the fall of Richmond, President Lincoln and his 
wife attended a play at Ford’s Theater in Washington. Shortly 
after ten o’clock, Lincoln was shot point-blank in the head by 
a zealous pro-Confederate, John Wilkes Booth. Lincoln died 
early the next morning.

Booth was one of those disturbed characters who pop up 
periodically to remind us of the significance of the irrational 
in history. An actor with romantic delusions, Booth orga-
nized a cabal including one mental defective to avenge the 
Confederacy by wiping out the leading officials of the Union 
government. Only he succeeded in his mission, although one 
of his gang seriously wounded Secretary of State Seward with 
a knife.

As he fled from the theater, Booth shouted, “Sic semper 
tyrannis!” which means “Thus always to tyrants” and was the 
motto of the state of Virginia. Booth fled into Virginia; on 
April 26, he was cornered and killed at a farm near Bowling 
Green. In July, four others were hanged for Lincoln’s murder, 
including a woman, Mary Surratt, in whose boardinghouse 
the plot was hatched. (She may have been innocent of every-
thing except a vague awareness of the scheme.) But vengeance 
did not bring the president back, and his loss proved to be 
inestimable, perhaps more for the South than for the North.

Father Abraham
To this day, Lincoln is the central fi gure of American history. 
More books have been written about him than about any 
other American. He was the American Dream made fl esh. 
He rose from humble frontier origins to become the leader 
of the nation in its greatest crisis.

Lincoln was not always popular as a president. The Radi-
cals of his own party assailed him because of his reluctance 
to make war on slavery early in the war, and his opposition 
to punishing the South when the war neared its end. North-
ern Democrats vilified him because the war dragged on and 
the casualties mounted. As late as September 1864, after the 
casualties of Grant’s Richmond campaign, Lincoln expected 
to lose his bid for reelection to George McClellan. Several 
advisers said he should call the election off. With his religious 
devotion to the Constitution, Lincoln never considered it.

Lincoln weathered McClellan’s threat thanks in part to po-
litical machinations; he made Nevada a state, gaining three 
electoral votes, although Nevada consisted of little more than 
a dozen mining camps of uncertain future. States controlled 
by Republicans permitted soldiers to vote by absentee bal-
lots, the first ever used. Indiana, a state with a strong Demo-
cratic party, permitted Massachusetts soldiers posted there to 
vote—Republican, of course. Four out of five soldiers voted 
for Lincoln. Lincoln also appealed to prowar Democrats by 
dropping the name “Republican” and calling himself the 
Union party candidate. For vice president he chose a Demo-
crat from Tennessee, Andrew Johnson, hoping that would 
win him votes in the border states.

But Lincoln did not win the election of 1864 because of 
political ploys. He won because, in the two months before the 
election, Sherman captured Atlanta, Admiral David Farragut 
took Mobile, Alabama, and Sheridan drove the Confederates 
out of the Shenandoah Valley for good. It was obvious that 
the Confederacy was doomed. 

Lincoln had won the respect of the majority of the people of 
the North by the example of his dogged will, personal humil-
ity, and eloquent humanitarianism. In a speech dedicating a 
national cemetery at Gettysburg in November 1863, he stated 
American ideals more beautifully (and succinctly) than any-
one had done since Jefferson’s preamble to the Declaration 
of Independence). His second inaugural address, delivered in 

Union and Nation
Before 1861, “United States” was grammatically a plural; 
since 1865, it has been a singular. That is, before the Civil 
War, one said, “The United States are . . .” Since, we have 
said, “The United States is . . . .”

Lincoln quietly charted the transformation in his speeches. 
In his first inaugural address (March 1861), he used the word 
Union twenty times, nation not once. In his first message 
to Congress (July 1861), he said Union forty-nine times and 
nation thrice. In the Gettysburg Address, Lincoln never said 
Union but referred to the nation five times.



Washington a month before Lee’s surrender, was simultane-
ously a literary masterpiece, a signal to southerners that they 
could lay down their arms without fear of retribution, and 
a plea to northerners for a compassionate settlement of the 
national trauma. “With malice toward none,” he concluded, 
“with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us 
to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in.”

CONSEQUENCES OF THE
CIVIL WAR
The triumph of the Union guaranteed several fundamental 
changes in the nature of the American republic. Once and for 
all, the inseparability of the states was defi ned beyond argu-
ment. The theories of John C. Calhoun, compelling in the 
abstract, were buried without honor. If the United States was 
ever a federation of sovereign states, it was not so any lon-
ger. It was a nation, one and indivisible. Politicians (mostly 
southerners) have called themselves “states’ righters” since 
the Civil War. But never after 1865 would anyone suggest 
that a state could leave the Union if its people disapproved 
of a national policy.

A New Political Majority
The South’s political domination of the federal government 
was fi nished. Since the founding of the republic, southern-
ers played a role in the government of the country out of all 
proportion to their numbers. Eight of the fi fteen presidents 
who preceded Lincoln came from slave states. At least two 
of the seven northerners who held the offi ce—Pierce and 
Buchanan—were blatantly proslavery. After Lincoln and 
Andrew Johnson, no citizen of a former Confederate state 
would occupy the White House until Lyndon B. Johnson in 
1963, and he was as much a westerner as a southerner.

Since the Age of Jackson, southerners had dominated 
Congress through a combination of the three-fifths com-
promise, political skill, and an on-again–off-again agrarian 
alliance with western farmers. In making good on the threat 
to secede, the southern bloc lost everything but its leaders’ 
political skills. The Democratic party remained a major force 
in New York and the Midwest. But the Republicans held the 
edge above the Mason-Dixon line; never again would an 
agrarian coalition dominate the federal government.

In its place, northeastern industrial and financial interests 
came to the fore. Businessmen had been late in joining the 
antislavery coalition. To bankers, great merchants, and fac-
tory owners, the Republican party was of interest more be-
cause of its economic policies than because of its hostility to 
slavery. With the war concluded, however, these forces held 
a strong position and exploited the emotional attachment of 
most northern voters to the “Grand Old Party.” 

New Economic Policies
During the war, the Republican Congress enacted a number of 
laws that would have been defeated had southerners been in 

their seats and voting. In July 1862, about the time of Antietam, 
both houses approved the Pacifi c Railways Act. As modifi ed 
later in the war, this act gave 6,400 square miles of the public 
domain to two private companies, the Union Pacifi c and the 
Central Pacifi c railroads. These corporations were authorized to 
sell the land and use the proceeds to construct a transcontinen-
tal railway, the ultimate internal improvement. In 1864, while 
Grant slogged it out with Lee before Richmond, Congress gave 
the Northern Pacifi c Railroad an even more generous subsidy. 
These acts revolutionized the traditional relationship between 
private enterprise and the federal government.

The tariff was another issue on which southern interests had 
repeatedly frustrated the manufacturers of the Northeast. Since 
1832, with few exceptions, the Democratic party drove the taxes 
on imported goods ever downward. The last tariff before the 
war, passed in 1857 with the support of southern congressmen, 
set rates lower than they had been since the War of 1812.

In March 1861, even before secession was complete, the Re-
publican Congress rushed through the Morrill Tariff, which 
pushed up import duties. In 1862 and 1864, rates went even 
higher. By 1867, the average tax on imported goods stood at 
47 percent, about the same as in the Tariff of 1828 that some 
southerners had called grounds for secession.

The South had long frustrated the desire of northern fi-
nancial interests for a centralized banking system. Opposi-
tion to a national bank was one of the foundation stones of 
the old Democratic party. During the war, with no southern 
congressmen in Washington and with the necessity of fi-
nancing the Union Army looming over Congress, New York’s 
bankers had their way.

Financing the War
The Union fi nanced the war in three ways: by heavy taxa-
tion, by printing paper money, and by borrowing, that is, 
selling bonds abroad and to private investors in the United 
States. The principal taxes were the tariff, an excise on lux-
ury goods, and an income tax. By the end of the war, the 
income tax provided about 20 percent of the government’s 
revenue.

The government authorized the printing of $450 mil-
lion in paper money. These bills were not redeemable in 
gold. Popularly known as “greenbacks” because they were 
printed on the obverse in green ink (like our money), they 
had value (like our money), because the federal government 
declared they must be accepted in the payment of debts. 
When the fighting went badly for the North, the greenbacks 
were traded at a discount. By 1865, a greenback with a face 
value of $1 was worth only 67¢ in gold. This inflation was 
minuscule compared with inflation in the Confederacy, 
where government printing presses ran amok. By 1864, a 
citizen of Richmond paid $25 for a pound of butter and 
$50 for a breakfast. By 1865, prices were even higher; many 
southern merchants accepted only gold or Union currency, 
including greenbacks!

The banking interests of the North were uncomfortable 
with the greenbacks. However, they profited nicely from the 
government’s large-scale borrowing. By the end of the war, 
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state sent to Congress. The states were to use the money they 
made from the sale of these lands to found agricultural and 
mechanical colleges. In subsequent years, the founding of 
sixty-nine land-grant colleges greatly expanded educational 
opportunities, particularly in the West.

Again, it was a free-spending policy which parsimoni-
ous southern politicians would never have accepted, and 
the revolutionary infusion of government wealth into the 
economy spawned an age of unduplicated expansion—and 
corruption.

the federal government owed its own citizens and some for-
eigners almost $3 billion, about $75 for every person in the 
country. Much of this debt was held by the banks. More-
over, big financial houses like Jay Cooke’s in Philadelphia 
reaped huge profits in commissions for their part in selling 
the bonds.

Free Land
Another momentous innovation of the Civil War years was 
the Homestead Act. Before the war, southern fear of new 
free states in the territories restrained efforts to liberalize 
the means by which the federal government disposed of its 
western lands. In May 1862, the system was overhauled. The 
Homestead Act provided that every head of family who was 
a citizen or who intended to become a citizen could receive 
160 acres of the public domain. There was a small fi ling fee, 
and homesteaders were required to live for fi ve years on the 
land that the government gave them. Or, after six months on 
the land, they could buy it outright for $1.25 per acre.

A few months after approving the Homestead Act, Con-
gress passed the Morrill Act. This law granted each loyal 
state 30,000 acres for each representative and senator that 

Family Circle
In Washington, slavery was abolished by congressional act, 
with slave owners compensated for their financial loss. One 
of the largest and surely the oddest payment was to Robert 
Gunnell, an African American who received $300 each for his 
wife, children, and grandchildren—18 people in all. Gunnell 
had owned them as slaves, believing it was the safest status 
for members of his family.

By the end of the war, 150,000 African Americans had donned Union uniforms, serving both in labor units (where many officers 
wanted to keep them) and in some of the fiercest assaults of 1864. In several instances, Confederate soldiers murdered black 
prisoners. In the last month of the war, the Confederacy began to train black soldiers, but it was too late to make up for the 
decimation of the southern armies.

©
 B

et
tm

an
n/

Co
rb

is



Free People
No consequence of the Civil War was as signifi cant as the aboli-
tion of slavery. In a sense, the peculiar institution was doomed 
when the fi rst shell exploded over Fort Sumter. As Congress-
man Ben Wade of Ohio told southerners in 1861, “the fi rst 
blast of civil war is the death warrant of your institution.” As an 
immoral institution, slavery might have survived indefi nitely; 
immoral institutions do. By the middle of the nineteenth 
century, however, slavery was also hopelessly archaic. It is the 
ultimate irony of wars that are fought to preserve outdated in-
stitutions that war itself is the most powerful of revolutionary 
forces. Precariously founded institutions such as slavery rarely 
survive the disruptions of armed confl ict.

 Some 150,000 African Americans, some free northern-
ers, most of them runaway slaves, served in the Union Army. 
They were less interested in preserving the Union than in 
freeing slaves. Their bravery won the admiration of many 
northerners. Lincoln confessed his surprise that blacks made 
such excellent soldiers, and he seems to have been revising 
the racist views that he shared with most white Americans.

For a time, at least, so did Union soldiers. Fighting to free 
human beings, a positive goal, was better for morale than 
fighting to prevent secession, a negative aim at best. By 1864, 
as they marched into battle, Union regiments sang “John 
Brown’s Body,” an abolitionist hymn, and Julia Ward Howe’s 
more poetic “Battle Hymn of the Republic”:

As He died to make men holy,
Let us die to make men free.

Because the Emancipation Proclamation did not free all 
slaves, in February 1865 radical Republicans in Congress 
proposed, with Lincoln’s support, the Thirteenth Amend-
ment to the Constitution. It provided that “neither slav-
ery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for 
crime . . . shall exist within the United States.” Most of the 
northern states ratifi ed it within a few months. Once the pe-
culiar institution was destroyed in the United States, only 
Brazil, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Moslim lands, and sub-Saharan 
Africa continued to condone the holding of human beings 
in bondage.

FURTHER READING 397

FURTHER READING

Classics Ulysses S. Grant, Personal Memoirs of U.S. Grant, 1885–
1886; James G. Randall, The Civil War and Reconstruction, 1937; 
Bruce Catton, A Stillness at Appomattox, 1952; Shelby Foote, Red 
River to Appomattox, 1974. 

General James McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War 
Era, 1988; Geoffrey C, Ward, The Civil War, 1999; Edward  Hagerman, 
The American Civil War and the Origins of Modern Warfare, 1988; 
David J. Eicher, The Longest Night: A Military History of the Civil 
War, 2001; Ivan Musicant, Divided Waters: The Naval History of the 
Civil War, 1995; Herman Hattaway and Archer Jones, How the North 
Won: A Military History of the Civil War, 1980; Richard E. Beringer 
et al., Why the South Lost the Civil War, 1991; Charles B. Royster, 
The Destructive War: William Tecumseh Sherman,  Stonewall Jackson, 
and the Americans, 1991; Charles B. Flood, Grant and  Sherman: The 
Friendship that Won the Civil War, 2005.

Battles James M. McPherson, For Cause and Comrades: Why Men 
Fought in the Civil War, 1997; Gerald E. Linderman, The Experience of 
Combat in the Civil War, 1987; Joseph Glathaar, Forged in Battle: The 
Civil War Alliance of Black Soldiers and White Officers, 1990;  Michael B. 
Ballard, Vicksburg: The Campaign that Opened the  Mississippi, 2004; 
Kent Masterson Brown, Retreat from Gettysburg: Lee, Logistics, and 
the Pennsylvania Campaign, 2005; J. Tracy Power, Lee’s Miserables: Life 
in the Army of Northern Virginia from the Wilderness to  Appomattox,
1998; Lauren M. Cook, They Fought Like Demons: Women Soldiers in 
the American Civil War, 2002; Elizabeth Leonard, All the Daring of the 
Soldier: Women in the Civil War Armies, 1999. 

Armies Richard M. McMurry, Two Great Rebel Armies, 1989;  Steven 
E. Woodworth, Nothing But Victory: The Army of the  Tennessee 
1861–1865, 2005; Jeffry D. Wert, The Sword of Lincoln: The Army of 
the Potomac, 2005.

Generals Joseph G. Glathaar, Partners in Command: The Relation-
ships Between Leaders in the Civil War, 1993; Gabor Boritt, Lincoln’s 
Generals, 1994; Brooks D. Simpson, Ulysses S. Grant, 2000; Jean 
E. Smith, Grant, 2001; Charles B. Flood, Grant and Sherman: The 
Friendship That Won the Civil War, 2005; Alan Nolan, Lee  Considered: 

General Robert E. Lee and Civil War History, 1991; Charles B. Roys-
ter, The Destructive War: William Tecumseh Sherman, Stonewall 
Jackson, and the Americans, 1991; William Marvel, Burnside, 1991; 
Richard M. McMurry, John Bell Hood and the War for Southern In-
dependence, 1982; Gilbert E. Govan and James Livingood, General 
Joseph E. Johnston, CSA, 1993; Craig L. Symonds, Joseph E. Johnston: 
A Civil War Biography, 1993.

Politics and Society North James A. Rawley, The Politics of 
Union, 1974; J. Matthew Gallman, The North Fights the War: The 
Home Front, 1994; Philip S. Palaudan, “A People’s Contest”: The 
Union and the Civil War, 1861–1865, 1988; James W. Geary, We 
Need Men: The Union Draft in the Civil War, 1991; E. D. Fite, So-
cial and Industrial Conditions in the North during the Civil War,
1976; Joel Silber, A Respectable Minority: The Democratic Party in 
the Civil War Era, 1977; Jean Baker, Affairs of Party: The Political 
Culture of the Northern Democrats in the Mid-Nineteenth Century,
1983;  Elizabeth D. Leonard, Yankee Women: Gender Battles in the 
Civil War, 1994; Iver Bernstein, The New York City Draft Riots,
1990.

Politics and Society South Emory M. Thomas, The Confeder-
ate Nation, 1861–1865, 1979, and The Confederacy as a Revolu-
tionary Experience, 1991; William Blair, Virginia’s Private War: 
Feeding Body and Soul in the Confederacy, 1861–1865, 1998; 
Stephen Ash, When the Invaders Came: Conflict and Chaos in 
the Occupied South, 1996; Drew Gilpin Faust, Mothers of Inven-
tion: Women of the  Slaveholding South in the American Civil War,
1996; Gary W. Gallagher, The  Confederate War, 1997; Michael 
B. Ballard, A Long Shadow: Jefferson Davis and the Final Days of 
the Confederacy, 1997; Bruce Levine, Confederate  Emancipation: 
Southern Plans to Free and Arm Slaves During the Civil War,
2006.

Lincoln Philip S. Palaudan, The Presidency of Abraham Lincoln,
1994; Garry Wills, Lincoln at Gettysburg: The Words that Remade 
America, 1992; Lawanda Cox, Lincoln and Black Freedom, 1981; 
 Michael Lind, What Lincoln Believed: The Values and Convictions 
of America’s Greatest President, 2004; Doris Kearns Goodwin, Team 



398 Chapter 23 Driving Dixie Down

KEY TERMS

ONLINE RESOURCES

Find additional resources, including primary source docu-
ments, images, interactive maps, simulations, chapter review 
exercises, and Internet links at

The American Past companion Web site
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e

American History Resource Center
http://ushistory.wadsworth.com/

Vicksburg, p. 383

Pickett’s Charge, p. 388

Rock of Chickamauga, p. 389

Wilderness, Battle of the, p. 390

Booth, John Wilkes, p. 394

Homestead Act, p. 396

Wade, Benjamin F., p. 396

Use the following listing of key terms to review important 
fi gures, events, locations, and concepts covered in this chap-
ter. A glossary of these terms is available on The American 

Past companion Web site: www.cengage.com/ history/conlin/
tap9e

of Rivals: The Political Genius of Abraham Lincoln, 2005; Joshua 
Wolf Shenk, Lincoln’s Melancholy: How Depression Challenged a 
 President and Fueled His Greatness, 2005; Michael W. Kauffman, 

American Brutus: John Wilkes Booth and the Lincoln Conspiracies,
2004; Thomas Goodrich, The Darkest Dawn: Lincoln, Booth, and the 
Great American Tragedy, 2005.

www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e
http://ushistory.wadsworth.com/
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e


N
at

io
na

l A
rc

hi
ve

s

Aftermath
The Era of Reconstruction
1863–1877

Chapter 24

You say you have emancipated us. You have; and I thank you for it. But what is your 
emancipation? . . . When you turned us loose, you gave us no acres. You turned us 
loose to the skies, to the storm, to the whirlwind, and, worst of all, you turned us loose 
to the wrath of our infuriated masters.

—Frederick Douglass

W
hen the guns fell silent in 1865, some south-
ern cities were flattened. Vicksburg, Atlanta, 
Columbia, and Richmond were eerie waste-
lands of charred timbers, rubble, and free-
standing chimneys. Few of the South’s 

 railroads were operating for more than a dozen miles. Bridges 
were gone wherever armies had passed. River commerce had 
dwindled to a trickle. The only new boats on the Mississippi were 
from the North. The South’s commercial ties with Europe had 
been snapped. All the South’s banks, having long since redeemed 
worthless paper money with gold and silver, were  ruined.

Even the cultivation of the soil had been disrupted. By the 
thousands, the small farms of the men who served in the 
ranks were overgrown in weeds and brambles. Plantations 
were abandoned. An Indiana soldier, stationed in central 
Louisiana where there had been little fighting, wrote that 
“You could travel for miles and not see cotton, corn, or pro-
duce, except peaches. . . . A few of the inhabitants had re-
turned from the rebel army, but the darkies were gone, and 
there was no one to work the farms.”

THE RECONSTRUCTION CRISIS
Looking back at the desolation, reconstruction seems the 
appropriate word for the postwar era. However, as the term 
was used at the time, “Reconstruction” had nothing to do 
with laying bricks, rehabilitating railroads, or recovering 
fi elds. Reconstruction referred to the political process by 

which the eleven rebel states were restored to “a normal 
constitutional relationship” with the federal government. It 
was the Union, that great abstraction over which so many 
had died, that was rebuilt.

Blood was shed during the Reconstruction era too, but 
little glory was won. Few political reputations—northern, 
southern, white, black, Republican, Democratic—emerged 
from the era unstained. It may be that Abraham Lincoln 
is a sainted figure only because he did not survive the war. 
The  reconstruction process Lincoln proposed in 1863 was 
 rejected by Congress. Had he survived and pushed it, he 
would have had a nasty fight on his hands. His successor, 
Andrew Johnson, did just that, and Congress and the major-
ity of northern voters repudiated him. 

Lincoln’s Plan
By December 1863, Union armies occupied large chunks 
of the Confederacy. Ultimate victory, while not yet in the 
bag, was a reasonable expectation. To provide for the rapid 
reconciliation of North and South—Lincoln’s postwar 
 priority—the president proclaimed that as soon as 10 per-
cent of the eligible voters in a former Confederate state took 
an oath of allegiance to the Union, the people of that state 
could write a new state constitution, organize a state govern-
ment, and elect representatives to Congress. Three southern 
states that were mostly occupied—Tennessee, Arkansas, and 
 Louisiana— immediately complied.

Congressional Republicans refused to recognize them as 
states of the Union and restored them to military control. 
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With the survival of the Union at stake, Republican con-
gressmen swallowed their anxieties. But reconstruction was 
a postwar issue, and Lincoln’s plan did not involve Congress, 
except to call for the election of senators and representatives 
in reconstructed states. Congress was keenly sensitive to its 

Many Republicans (and, of course, Democrats) had long 
been alarmed by Lincoln’s expansion of presidential powers. 
Not even Andrew Jackson had effected policies by executive 
proclamation or played free and easy with the ancient per-
sonal protection of habeas corpus to the extent Lincoln did.

1863 1865 1867 1869 1871 1873 1875 1877

Reconstruction 1863–1877

1865–1869 Andrew Johnson president

1865–1866 Southern states enact “black codes”

1870–1872 Army suppresses Ku Klux Klan

1864 Wade–Davis Bill

1863 Lincoln’s plan for reconstruction

1866 Johnson vetoes Freedman’s Bill; radicals propose Fourteenth Amendment; radicals win large majority in Congress

1867 Radical Reconstruction begins

1868  Johnson impeached

1872  Liberal Republicans ally with Democrats

Ulysses S. Grant president  1869–1877

Disputed election  1876

Troops withdrawn from South  1877
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Richmond in ruins, 
more from fire than 
from bombardment. 
Atlanta looked worse. The 
Shenandoah Valley and 
northeastern Georgia were 
laid waste. Even areas of 
the South untouched by 
war were impoverished, 
dwellings and fields 
neglected. 



right to assess the credentials of those who showed up at the 
capital claiming to have been duly elected. After four years 
when Alabama, Texas, and the other rebel states had sent no 
representatives to Congress, Congress had the authority to 
determine how and when they could do so.

The Wade-Davis Bill
Only a minority of the Republicans in Congress called them-
selves radicals. But the radicals were militant and persuasive 
with the others, and they had reasons in addition to the cre-
dentials issue to reject Lincoln’s proposal. Many radicals were 
former abolitionists who blamed the slavocracy, the South’s 
great planters, for causing the terrible war. They were deter-
mined that the slavocrats be punished and destroyed as a 
class so that the reconstructed states were free of their domi-
nation. The only way to ensure this, the radicals concluded, 
was to see to it that the freedmen, as the emancipated slaves 
were called, participated in southern state governments.

So, in July 1864, Congress enacted the Wade-Davis Bill as 
an alternative to Lincoln’s plan. It provided that only after 
50 percent of the eligible voters of a former Confederate state 
swore the oath of loyalty could the reconstruction process 
begin. Congress—not the president—would supervise the 
oath taking and approve or disapprove of the state constitu-
tions the southern states wrote. The Wade-Davis bill did not 
detail the reconstruction process beyond that point. Aware 
that Lincoln would veto it, the radicals enacted it in order to 
slow down things that Lincoln was trying to rush through.

Lincoln killed the Wade-Davis Bill with a pocket veto, 
which did not require him to explain his reasons for rejecting 
it in a veto message. During the final months of his life, he 
dropped hints that he was willing to work out a compromise 
with Congress. He even reached out to the radicals (whom 
he had never much liked) by saying that he had no objection 
to giving the vote to blacks who were “very intelligent and 
those who have fought gallantly in our ranks.” He urged the 
military governor of Louisiana to extend the suffrage to some 
blacks. And there things stood when John Wilkes Booth sent 
events on an unforeseen course.

Lincoln’s Goals
Why did Lincoln dodge radical demands that the freedmen 
be granted civil rights equal to those of whites? Mainly be-
cause his priority was the reconciliation of northern and 
southern whites. He made his intention eloquently clear 
in his second inaugural address a few weeks before he was 
shot. “With malice toward none, with charity for all, . . . let us 
strive on to fi nish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s 
wounds, . . . to do all which may achieve and cherish a just 
and lasting peace among ourselves.”

For Lincoln, the interests of African Americans were at best 
secondary to the interests of whites. If white southern refusal 
to accept the freedmen as their equals stood in the way of 
reconciliation—and common sense said that it would—
 Lincoln was willing to give way. Radical Senator Ben Wade 
said that Lincoln’s views on black people “could only come 
of one who was born of poor white trash and educated in a 

slave state.” This was as unfair as it was ugly. Lincoln’s rac-
ism was passive. In finding African Americans unacceptable 
company and morally and intellectually inferior to whites, he 
was expressing the views not just of southern white trash, but 
of a large majority of white northerners.

There is reason to believe that Lincoln’s views on race had 
changed during the war. He admitted being surprised and 
impressed by the bravery and loyalty of African American 
soldiers. Lincoln had always been a flexible politician, will-
ing to bargain. “Saying that reconstruction will be accepted 
if presented in a specified way,” he announced, “it is not said 
that it will never be accepted in any other way.” He was telling 
the radicals that nothing about the reconstruction procedure 
and the future status of the freedmen was final.

Stubborn Andrew Johnson
After April 15, 1865, it did not matter what Lincoln thought; 
and Andrew Johnson was not the fl exible politician Lincoln 
had been. Nor had his “white trash” views on race undergone 
any changes during the war.

Johnson grew up in stultifying poverty in Tennessee. Un-
like Lincoln, who taught himself to read as a boy,  Johnson 
was an illiterate adult when he asked a schoolteacher in 
Greenville to teach him how to read and write. She did, then 
married him, and encouraged her husband to go into politics. 
Johnson won elective office on every level from town coun-
cilman to congressman to senator. He had owned a few slaves 
during his life, but he hated the secessionist cotton planters 
of western Tennessee. He was the only southerner to refuse 

President Andrew Johnson. He was a man of integrity, but inflexible 
and, despite his hatred of secessionists, hostile to every suggestion that 
the freedmen be granted civil equality.
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to walk out of the Senate in 1861. He called for a ruthless 
war on the rebellion and harsh punishment of Confederate 
leaders, including the gallows for Jefferson Davis and other 
top officials. Lincoln appointed him governor of occupied 
 Tennessee and chose him to run for vice president in 1864 in 
the hope of winning the votes of other southern Unionists.

Johnson’s political experience was extensive, but his per-
sonality was ill-suited to Washington politics. Where Lincoln 
understood what he could do and what he could not accom-
plish, Johnson was principled, willful, and stubborn. It did 
him no good to have had virtually dictatorial powers as mili-
tary governor of Tennessee. He got off to a bad start as vice 
president. Suffering from a bad cold on inauguration day, he 
bolted several glasses of brandy for a pick-me-up and was 
visibly drunk when he took the oath of office. Fortunately, 
only a few people were present and Lincoln told aides to keep 
Johnson under tight control at the public ceremony outside 
the Capitol.

Johnson was not, in fact, a “problem drinker.” His behav-
ior on inauguration day was a fluke and nothing was made 
of it at the time. The likeliest people to jump on the southern 
vice president, the radicals, rather liked Johnson for wanting 
to hang Jeff Davis and because as governor of Tennessee he 
had approved the confiscation of some rebel estates. 

But the radicals misread Johnson’s anti-Confederate ardor. 
Emancipation pleased him not because he thought slavery 
wicked—the well-being of African Americans did not inter-
est him—but because emancipation destroyed the wealth 
and power of the slavocrats.

Johnson: They Are Already States
Johnson adopted Lincoln’s reconstruction policy with minor 
changes. However, the chief point of friction with  Congress—
presidential supervision of the process of restoring the rebel 
states to the Union—remained unchanged.

Johnson had sound constitutional reasons for saying 
that the reconstruction of the Union was an administra-
tive matter and, therefore, the responsibility of the execu-
tive branch of the government. Constitutionally, the Union 
could not be dissolved; states could not secede. There had 
indeed been a rebellion and an entity called the Confeder-
ate States of  America. However, Johnson said, individuals 
had rebelled; people—traitors—had taken up arms against 
the United States and created the Confederacy. The states
of Virginia,  Alabama, and the rest had not seceded. The 
contention that the states were sovereign components of a 
federation was  Calhounism, contradicted by the Preamble 
of the Constitution, the  Marshall Court, Andrew Jackson, 
Henry Clay, and the eloquence of Daniel Webster in his fa-
mous debate with Robert Hayne.  During the crisis of 1861, 
almost every northerner,  Democrats as well as Republicans, 
not to mention southern Unionists, had rejected secession 
as unconstitutional.

What had been true in 1861 was true in 1865. Virginia, 
 Alabama, and the rest had never ceased to be states. Therefore, 
there was no call for congressional legislation to return them 
to their normal place in the Union. Indeed, for  Congress to 

interfere in any way would be an unconstitutional violation 
of the southern states’ legitimate rights.

An Unpopular Policy
Lincoln had worried about the reconstruction debate center-
ing on a “pernicious abstraction.” “Pernicious” and “abstract” 
were precisely how congressional Republicans and most Re-
publican newspaper editors saw Johnson’s justifi cation of his 
policy. The nation was just emerging from four years of a 
terrible war forced on the North by the slavocracy in which 
360,000 northern boys had died in order to defeat them. 
Many more were maimed for life. When, under Johnson’s 
rules, southern voters sent four Confederate generals, six 
members of Jefferson Davis’s cabinet, and the Confederate 
vice president to Congress, it was as if nothing had happened 
between 1861 and 1865. The same old southern leaders—
traitors all—were back.

They and a great many other military officers and civil of-
ficials had been pardoned for the asking. Before the end of 
1865, President Johnson signed pardons for 13,000 Confed-
erates, restoring their civil rights. (That was a rate of 2,000 
per month!) What was Johnson thinking? Lincolnian recon-
ciliation required the goodwill of northerners too. 

Southern legislatures established under the Johnson plan 
enacted “black codes,” comprehensive laws governing the 
freedmen that, to some northerners seemed to return them 
to slavery in all but name. Indeed, Mississippi refused to ratify 
the Thirteenth Amendment; Alabama rejected part of it. In 
South Carolina, Robert Rhett frankly said that blacks should 
“be kept as near to the condition of slavery as possible, and as 
far from the condition of the white man as is practicable.”

Some states made it illegal for African Americans to live 
in towns and cities, a backhanded way of keeping them in 
the fields. In no southern state were blacks permitted to own 
firearms. South Carolina’s code said that African Americans 
could not sell goods! Mississippi required freedmen to sign 
twelve-month labor contracts before January 10 of each year. 
Those who failed to do so could be arrested and their labor 
for the year sold to the highest bidder, the slave trade in an-
nual installments. Blacks who reneged on labor contracts 
were not to be paid for the work that they had already per-
formed. Mississippi made it a crime for an African American 
to “insult” a white person.

Not that northern whites believed in racial equality. They 
did not. When the war ended, only six of the loyal states 
 allowed African American men to vote. Between 1865 and 
1867, six more states held referenda on the question of 
black suffrage. The voters in all six rejected it. In 1866, the 
same Congress that approved a constitutional amendment 
 granting equal civil rights to blacks segregated schools in the 
District of Columbia by race.

The Radicals: The States Have Forfeited 
Their Rights
The radical Republicans feared that, despite the widespread 
hostility in the North to southern actions, racial prejudice 



would enable Johnson to have his way. They countered 
 Johnson’s compelling constitutional argument with several 
justifi cations to keeping the former rebel states out of the 
Union until some needed changes were made.

Thaddeus Stevens of Pennsylvania, the radical leader in 
the House of Representatives, said that the Confederate states 
had committed “state suicide” when they seceded. They were 
not, in 1865, alive. Therefore, it was within the purview of 
Congress to determine when they were satisfactorily reborn. 

Charles Sumner, a prominent Senate radical, said that the 
former southern states were “conquered provinces.” Their 
constitutional status was identical to that of the western ter-
ritories. Congress (not the president) would admit them as 
states when Congress approved of the state constitutions 
they wrote.  Another Republican, Samuel Shellabarger of 
Ohio, came up with language that was more agreeable to 
moderate Republicans who were sitting on the fence: When 
the rebel states seceded, they “forfeited” the rights reserved to 
the states by the Constitution. 

Congress’s Joint Committee on Reconstruction settled 
on a plausible formula: “The States lately in rebellion were, 
at the close of the war, disorganized communities, without 
civil government and without constitutions or other forms, 
by virtue of which political relations could legally exist be-
tween them and the federal government.” This provided all 
but a few Republicans loyal to Johnson with grounds for 

 refusing to seat the southerners who came to Washington as 
the elected representatives of their states.

Radical Goals and Motives
The radicals were motivated by ideals, passions, and hard-
headed politics. Many of them had been abolitionists, mor-
ally repelled by the institution of slavery. Thaddeus Stevens, 
Ben Wade, Charles Sumner, and others believed in racial 
equality and were determined that, if they could carry the 
day, African Americans would enjoy full civil rights. Stevens, 
Wade, and George W. Julian hated the slavocracy with a 
seething passion they did not conceal. 

The planters’ power had been maimed by the abolition 
of slavery, but they still owned the land. Julian proposed 
to confiscate the estates of planters who had been active 
Confederates, high ranking army officers, and government 
officials. He had a good precedent to which to point, the 
confiscation of Loyalist estates after the War for Indepen-
dence. Not only would confiscation punish rebels and de-
stroy their economic power, by dividing the plantations 
into 40-acre farms to be granted to the freedmen, the gov-
ernment would give southern blacks the economic inde-
pendence that, in the  Jeffersonian tradition, was essential 
to good citizenship.

The radicals had frankly partisan motives too. The Re-
publican party was a sectional party. If the party did not 
establish itself in the South, it was doomed to be defeated 
at the polls. The party’s political prospects going into the 
congressional elections of 1866 were worse than they had 
been in 1860. With slavery gone, the number of southern 
congressmen would actually increase. Where, formerly, slave 
states had counted three-fifths of the slaves in calculating 
the size of their congressional delegations, they were now 
entitled to count the entire population at face value. There 
would be more Democrats in Congress after 1866 than there 
had been in 1861, and the South would have more electoral 
votes, all destined to be Democratic, in the presidential elec-
tion of 1868—if Johnson’s reconstructed state governments 
were allowed to stand.

There were white southerners likely to vote Republi-
can: old Whig nationalists who had sat out the war and 
farmers in the mountain counties of Kentucky, Tennessee, 
 Virginia, and North Carolina. Many of them had fought in 
Union armies and they no more wanted to see the seces-
sionist Democrats return to power than the radicals did. 
But white Republicans were a minority in every southern 
state, a tiny minority in the deep South. If the party was to 
compete with the Democrats in the former Confederacy, 
it was necessary to ensure that the freedmen voted. Thad-
deus Stevens did not ask  moderate Republicans to advocate 
African  American suffrage in the North. But if southern 
blacks did not vote, he argued, the Republican party was a 
dead duck and all Republican policies, such as the protec-
tive tariff, things of the past. “I am for negro suffrage in 
every rebel state,” he told Congress, “If it be just, it should 
not be denied; if it be necessary, it should be adopted; if it 
be a punishment to traitors, they deserve it.”

Congressman Thaddeus Stevens of Pennsylvania. He was in his 
seventies when this picture was made; the coal black hair was a wig. 
He had been an abolitionist before the war. Southerners hated him; 
during the war, Confederate cavalry raiders went out of their way 
to burn a factory he owned. During the first years of reconstruction, 
he led House radicals in calling for punishing leading rebels and in 
guaranteeing the right to vote of southern blacks.
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1866: THE CRITICAL YEAR
Stevens and the radicals trod carefully with the moderate Re-
publicans. The congressional radicals were a minority of the 
party. If they were to affect their programs, they had to win 
over those Republicans who hesitated about granting full 
citizenship to the freedmen.

President Johnson played into the radicals’ hands. He 
pushed the Republican moderates into cooperating with the 
radicals when he tried to destroy a federal agency that had 
averted mass starvation in the South and was still, in 1866, 
helping to prevent social chaos there.

The Freedmen’s Bureau
The former slaves responded to emancipation in different 
ways. Some, who were bewildered or who had been treated 
well by their masters, stayed where they were. Promised wages 
when their cash-strapped masters found money, they worked 
on in the fi elds as they always had (minus the  blacksnake 

whip). Others took to the roads, testing their freedom by 
going where they pleased. They heard rumors that every 
freed family would be granted “40 acres and a mule,” and 
searched for the Union offi cer who would give them their 
farm. The wanderers gathered in ramshackle camps that were 
often disorderly and inevitably short of food. Discharged 
Confederate soldiers, trudging sometimes hundreds of 
miles toward their homes, also had diffi culty fi nding enough 
to eat.

Fortunately, Congress had foreseen both problems. In March 
1865—before Appomattox and Lincoln’s assassination—
Congress established the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and 
Abandoned Land. General O.O. Howard was named to head 
what was commonly called the Freedmen’s Bureau.

Howard’s most pressing task was relief: avoiding starva-
tion. In 1865, the Freedman’s Bureau distributed rations 
to 150,000 people each day, about a third of them whites, 
ex-soldiers and their families. When Congress decided 
against confiscating lands on a large scale, bureau employees 

The Freedmen’s Bureau was the federal government’s response to the old proslavery argument that freeing the slaves in the South
would cause serious social and economic problems. The bureau confronted many of those problems, from starvation to African 
American illiteracy, with remarkable success. Former slaves most gratefully remembered bureau schools, so great was the hunger to
learn among the freedmen. Many Freedmen’s Bureau schools were run by northern white women; this class has a black male teacher 
(far right), probably a northerner.
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 negotiated labor contracts between destitute former slaves 
and land owners. Because there was little coin in the South 
and southern bank notes were worthless, the bureau resorted 
to sharecropping arrangements. In return for the use of a 
farm and a cabin, the sharecropper (white as well as black) 
gave his landlord a third of the crop at harvest time.

The Freedmen’s Bureau also set up medical facilities for 
the inevitable health problems. (Again, whites were served 
as well as freedmen.) Ultimately the bureau built and staffed 
forty-six hospitals and treated more than 400,000 cases of 
illness and injury.

The most popular bureau program with the freedmen 
was its school system. Freedom released a craving for edu-
cation among blacks, adults as well as children. Appleton 
and Company, a publishing house, sold a million copies 
annually of Noah Webster’s Elementary Spelling Book—the
“Blue-Backed Speller” from which American schoolchildren 
learned to read—for forty years. Except in 1866, when sales 
jumped to 1.5 million; the 50 percent increase was due to 
sales to the Freedmen’s Bureau. Teachers from the North, 
mostly white and mostly women, opened multigrade “one-
room schoolhouses” throughout the South. Many of them 
later reminisced that never before or after had they had such 
dedicated pupils.

In June 1866, perceiving a shift in mood in their favor, 
radical Republicans, now joined by the moderates, drew up 
a constitutional amendment on which to base Congress’s 
reconstruction plan (and to answer Johnson’s point about 
citizenship). The long and complex Fourteenth Amend-
ment banned from federal and state office all high-ranking 
Confederates unless they were pardoned by Congress. The 
amendment also established, for the first time, national citi-
zenship which states could not modify.  It guaranteed that all
“citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they 
reside” were to be treated equally. If ratified, the Fourteenth 
Amendment would prevent the southern states from passing 
laws applicable only to African Americans—like the black 
codes. 

The Republicans were taking a big chance. The Four-
teenth Amendment would also cancel northern state laws 
that  discriminated against blacks. In that, Johnson saw his 
opportunity. He calculated that a majority of northern 
voters, particularly in the Midwest, would rather have ex-
 Confederates in Washington than accept African American 
equality at home. He decided to campaign personally in the 
midterm elections of 1866 for congressional candidates who 
supported him and opposed the radicals.

The Radical Triumph
Northern Democrats supported Johnson’s reconstruction 
policy, but the Democratic party had withered to near impo-
tence by the end of the war; in 1866, only 42 of 191 represen-
tatives were Democratic, only 10 of 52 Senators. Johnson’s 
hopes of success depended on the support of anti-radical 
Republicans like Secretary of State Seward and an uncertain 
number of fence-sitting senators, representatives, and gov-
ernors. They persuaded friendly Democrats to join them in 
the “National Union party,” the name under which Lincoln 
had been elected in 1864.

The message of the “party”—actually a makeshift 
 coalition—was sectional reconciliation. To symbolize its 
ideal, the  National Union convention opened with a proces-
sion of pairs, a northerner and southerner in each, march-
ing arm in arm into the auditorium. Things went wrong 
from the start. The first couple in the procession was South 
Carolina Governor James L. Orr, a huge, fleshy man, and 
 Massachusetts  Governor, John A.  Andrew, a little fellow with 
a way of looking intimidated. When Orr seemed to drag the 
mousy  Andrew along, Radical newspapers had a field day: 
the  National Union party was a front for the rebels Johnson 
had pardoned wholesale.

Johnson’s speaking tour in the Midwest, his “swing 
around the circle,” consummated the disaster. One after 
another, he delivered blistering speeches denouncing the 
radicals, some in halls, others where a crowd had gath-
ered near the railroad. No president had ever politicked 
personally in such a manner. Republican newspapers 
shook their heads sadly at Johnson’s lack of dignity. To 
make things worse, Johnson had learned his oratorical 
technique in the rough-and-tumble, grass-roots politics 
of eastern Tennessee where mountaineers liked to hear 

Discouraging Rebellion
A now forgotten provision of the Fourteenth Amendment 
forbade the former Confederate states to repay “any debt or 
obligation incurred in aid of insurrection or rebellion against 
the United States.” By punishing banks and individuals, 
including Europeans and European banks, that had loaned 
money to the rebel states, the amendment put potential 
underwriters of future rebellions on notice that such loans 
had consequences.
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Open Conflict
In 1865, Congress had given the Freedmen’s Bureau a year to 
do its job. The assumption was that, by then, reconstructed 
state governments would take over its schools, hospitals, and 
other functions. In February 1866, however, Reconstruction 
had not begun. Congress refused to recognize Johnson’s state 
governments but had created none itself. The South was 
still occupied territory. So Congress extended the life of the 
Freedman’s Bureau for two years.

Johnson vetoed the bill, insisting that the former rebel 
states had constitutional governments. A month later, he ve-
toed another bill that granted citizenship to the freedmen. 
The Constitution, he said, gave the states the power to decide 
on the terms of citizenship within their borders. Once again 
he had the better constitutional argument and he might have 
won the political contest had northerners not been appalled 
by mob attacks on freedmen in several southern cities, in-
cluding New Orleans.



406 Chapter 24 Aftermath

candidates  scorching each other and trading gibes with 
hecklers. When it was the president of the United States 
snapping vulgarly at the bait radicals waved in front of 
him, the saltiest farmers were taken aback. Drunk again, 
radical editors surmised, rehashing the story of Johnson’s 
inauguration as vice president.

The result was a radical landslide. Most of Johnson’s can-
didates were defeated. The Republican party, now led by the 
radicals, won nearly three-fourths of the seats in the House, 
a dozen more than the two-thirds needed to override every 
veto Johnson threw at them. (Four out of five senators were 
Republican.)

RADICAL RECONSTRUCTION
The lopsided Fortieth Congress dissolved the southern 
state governments Johnson had recognized. Except for 
 Tennessee, which had already been readmitted to the Union 
(with a Republican government), the former Confederacy 
was divided into fi ve military provinces, each commanded 
by a major general. The army would maintain order and 
register voters from among blacks and those whites who 

had not been disenfranchised. The state conventions these 
voters elected were required to ratify the Thirteenth and 
Fourteenth Amendments and to guarantee the vote to adult 
black males. After Congress approved their constitutions, 
the reconstructed states would be admitted to the Union 
and elect representatives to Congress.

Radicals in Control
In 1868, as a result of a large freedman vote, six more states 
were readmitted. Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Louisiana, 
North Carolina, and South Carolina all sent Republican del-
egations, including some black congressmen, to Washington. 
In the remaining four states—Georgia, Mississippi, Texas, 
and Virginia—whites obstructed every attempt to set up a 
government in which blacks participated. The army contin-
ued to govern them until 1870.

Johnson vetoed every radical reconstruction bill, repeat-
ing his constitutional objections in every message, then 
watched helplessly as his veto was overridden. 

Congress even took partial control of the army away from 
him and struck at the president’s control of his own cabinet 
officers. The Tenure of Office Act forbade the president to 
remove any appointed official who had been confirmed by 
the Senate without the Senate’s approval of his dismissal.

It was obvious what was coming. The radicals wanted 
Johnson to violate the Tenure of Office Act so that they could 
impeach him. In part because of his constitutional scruples, 
in part because Secretary of War Stanton had openly thrown 
in with the radicals—an intolerable disloyalty—he fired 
Stanton in February 1868. Although Johnson’s term had 
only a year to run, the now vindictive radicals in the House 
of Representatives drew up articles of impeachment. As pro-
vided in the Constitution, the Senate sat as the jury in the 
case; Chief Justice Salmon B. Chase presided as judge. Con-
viction, removal of Johnson from office, required two-thirds 
of the senators.

The Impeachment Trial
All but two of the eleven articles of impeachment dealt with 
the Tenure of Offi ce Act. Johnson’s attorneys argued that 

MAP 24:1 Radical Reconstruction. The radicals partitioned the 
Confederacy into five military districts of manageable size. The 
Union army supervised the establishment of state governments
that guaranteed equal civil rights to freedmen whence each state 
was readmitted to the Union (with Republican governments). 
Tennessee was not included in the program. Occupied for much 
of the war by the Union army, Tennessee had a reconstructed 
state government by 1866 thanks, ironically, to its wartime 
governor, Andrew Johnson who, as president, opposed radical 
Reconstruction in the other southern states.

Impeached Presidents
Andrew Johnson was impeached, that is, he was “indicted” 
by the House of Representatives for offenses grave enough 
(in the opinion of the radicals) to warrant his removal from 
office. However, at his trial—the Senate is the “jury” in 
impeachment cases—Johnson was acquitted and remained 
in office.

President William Clinton was impeached for perjury and 
obstruction of justice in 1999. He too, was acquitted. In 1974, 
articles of impeachment were drawn up against President 
Richard M. Nixon for lying to Congress. With impeachment 
a certainty and conviction likely, he resigned the presidency 
before the House voted. 



even if the law was constitutional, which was dubious, it did 
not apply to Johnson’s dismissal of Stanton because Johnson 
had not appointed him to offi ce. Lincoln had. It was a good 
argument, quite enough to carry the day had the issue been 
legal rather than political. 

The other two articles condemned Johnson for disrespect of 
Congress, which was silly. Johnson had disrespected Congress 
alright but, as the president’s defenders pointed out, intemper-
ate language did not constitute one of the “high crimes and 
misdemeanors” stipulated as grounds for impeachment.

The radicals needed thirty-six votes to oust Johnson; if 
more than eighteen senators voted to acquit him, the im-
peachment failed. The tally was 35 to 19. Johnson remained 
president by a single vote.

Actually, it was not that close. The radicals’ case was so 
flimsy that at least six Republican senators who voted to 
convict in order to save their political careers had said that if 
their vote was needed to acquit the president, they would vote 
for him. Events proved they were prudent to vote their careers 
rather than their consciences. The Republican senator from 
Kansas who provided Johnson’s margin of victory was read 
out of the party and defeated when he ran for reelection.

The Fifteenth Amendment
In November 1868, the Democratic presidential candidate 
was New York Governor Horatio Seymour, who had sup-
ported the war but been harshly critical of Lincoln. The Re-
publican candidate was Ulysses S. Grant. Grant won easily in 
the electoral college, 214 to 80. However, close examination of 
the popular vote indicated that Grant had won several states 
by a hair. In fact, it appeared that a majority of white voters 
preferred Seymour; Grant’s national plurality was 300,000; 
he won 500,000 black votes in the southern states. 

Grant lost New York by a slender margin. Had all blacks 
been able to vote in New York (some could, under special cir-
cumstances), Grant would have carried the state easily. Grant 
won Indiana by a handful of votes; had African Americans 
been able to vote in Indiana (they were not), Grant would 
have won the state in a landslide.

Thaddeus Stevens had argued in 1865 that the  Republican 
party’s future depended on the freedmen voting in the south-
ern states. The election of 1868 indicated that the party’s 
edge in some northern states depended on black men voting 
there.

Consequently, the Republicans drafted a third “Civil War 
Amendment.” The Fifteenth Amendment forbade states to 
deny the vote to any person on the basis of “race, color, or 
previous condition of servitude.” Because Republican gov-
ernments favorable to blacks still controlled most of the 
southern states, the amendment was easily ratified.

Grant, Race, and the South
U. S. Grant was a close-mouthed man. He was sociable; he 
liked company and chatting. Except on subjects in which he 
was expert, however, he expressed few opinions that have 
survived. His politics before the Civil War were Democratic, 
but he was clearly not very interested in them. During his 
interlude as a farmer in Missouri during the 1850s, he several 
times borrowed his father-in-law’s slaves to help him. But, if 

Forgotten Achievements
Andrew Johnson is remembered only for his battles with the 
radicals and his impeachment trial, but he did not neglect 
other issues. Soon after being sworn in, he informed the 
French minister in Washington that the United States looked 
on the 34,000 French troops in Mexico “with considerable 
impatience.” The implicit threat of military action contributed 
to Napoleon III’s withdrawal of the garrison.

In March 1867, Secretary of State Seward negotiated a 
treaty with Russia to purchase Alaska for $7,200,000. Critics 
called Alaska “Seward’s Icebox” and “Seward’s Folly.” But 
the fact was that there was little opposition to the bargain. 
The Senate promptly ratified the treaty and the House 
appropriated the money to finalize it.

A ticket to the impeachment trial of President Johnson. It was the high 
point of Washington’s social season with the chief justice presiding, the 
entire Senate sitting as jury, and leading House radicals as prosecutors. 
The president, however, did not attend; he was acquitted by one vote.
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Birth of a Legend
The legend of a South “prostrate in the dust” during Reconstruction 
had its origins during the Reconstruction era. In 1874, journalist 
James S. Pike wrote of “the spectacle of a society suddenly 
turned bottomside up. . . . In the place of this old aristocratic 
society stands the rude form of the most ignorant democracy 
that mankind ever saw, invested with the functions of 
government. It is the dregs of the population habilitated 
in the robes of their intelligent predecessors, and asserting 
over them the rule of ignorance and corruption, through the 
inexorable machinery of a majority of numbers. It is barbarism 
overwhelming civilization by physical force.”
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Gullah

A dialect is a regional variety of a language that is dis-
tinctive because of words unique to it, or variant rules 
of grammar, or pronunciation—or a combination of the 
three. The nonstandard speech of many African Ameri-
cans even today is a dialect.

A pidgin is a simplified language that was consciously 
invented by different peoples in close contact who did not 
understand each other. Pidgins have evolved everywhere 
in the world where different peoples have traded. (The 
word pidgin was how Chinese merchants in South Asia 
pronounced “business.”) Pidgins are usually based on one 
dominant language, but they reduce its grammar to bare 
basics for easy learning and instant communication. Sev-
eral English-based, French-based, and Portuguese-based 
pidgins are spoken by hundreds of thousands of people 
today. The “Hawai’ian accent” is a remnant of what was 
once a pidgin.

When people elaborate on a pidgin so that it serves as 
their language, in which they can speak about a broad 
range of subjects, linguists call the result a creole.

Numerous creoles developed among the first Africans 
in America. Their masters spoke English. The other slaves 
with whom they worked and lived spoke mutually incom-
prehensible languages. So, the first generation of slaves 
created a pidgin so they could understand overseers and 
fellow slaves. Their children—second generation African 
Americans—had no use for their parents’ mother tongues 
and they knew more English than their parents had. They 
transformed the pidgin into a creole.

Almost all slave creoles died out after emancipation. 
African Americans began to move around during Recon-
struction and found their localized creoles useless. How-
ever, on the “sea islands” off the coast of South Carolina 
and Georgia, Gullah, sometimes called Geechee, survives 
to this day. It is still the language of home, church, and 
social occasions for thousands of people. At last count, be-
tween 5,000 and 8,000 mostly elderly sea islanders spoke 
only Gullah.

Because Gullah is not a written language, its history 
is something of a mystery. Even the origin of the name is 
disputed. The most obvious explanation is that Gullah is a 
corruption of Angola, which makes sense. During the final 
years of the legal African slave trade, 1803–1807, sea island 
planters imported 24,000 Africans, 60 percent of them 
from Angola (including present-day Congo). However, 
there is some evidence that the word “Gullah” was in use 
by 1750. Some linguists think it derives from Gola, a tribe 
that lived on the border of modern Liberia and  Sierra 
Leone. Sea island planters favored Africans from that re-
gion because they were skilled rice growers. Similarities 
shared by Gullah and a creole still spoken in Sierra Leone, 
Krio, are so striking that Gullah may have first emerged 
not on the sea islands but in Africa.

Gullah is not the “southern accent” or “African Ameri-
can dialect.” Its sounds are soft and it is spoken rapidly, not 
drawled. More than 90 percent of its vocabulary is English, 
but pronunciation differs so radically from American Eng-
lish pronunciation that visitors to the sea islands cannot 
understand more than the shortest, simplest statements. 
Spelled out phonetically, however, Gullah is easily deci-
phered. The first sentence of the Lord’s Prayer in Gullah:

Ow’urr Farruh, hu aht in Heh’um, hallowed be dy 
name, dy kingdom come, dy wil be done on ut as it 
done in heh’um. 

How did Gullah thrive when other slave creoles died 
out? Cultural continuity is part of the reason. Before 1800, 
when the Angolans began to arrive, most sea island slaves’ 
African roots were in a rather limited area of Sierra Leone. 
The isolation of the sea islands prevented the  Gullahs 
from mixing with mainland slaves, reinforcing their sense 
of cohesion. Their creole was quite adequate for all their 
communications. Whites were few on the islands. Work 
was supervised by black slave drivers and even, at the top, 
black plantation managers. When the Civil War began, 
there were more than 33,000 blacks in the Beaufort district 
of South Carolina, and 6,700 whites. When Union troops 
occupied the islands early in the war, virtually every white 
southerner had fled. By 1870, 90 percent of St. Helena is-
land’s population was black.

Because of their isolation, the Gullahs were generally 
more self-sufficient than most mainland slaves. When the 
Union army put up confiscated sea island plantations for 
sale, an astonishing number of Gullahs had enough money 
to buy farms albeit in small parcels. By 1870, seven of ten 
Gullah families owned their homes and farms.

African religious practices survived after the Gullahs 
became Methodists or Baptists in the early nineteenth 
century. White missionaries were frustrated to distraction 
when islanders explained that while a dead person’s “soul” 
went to live with God in heaven, his “spirit” or ghost con-
tinued to roam the islands, sometimes helping descen-
dants, sometimes doing them mischief. Only a century 
later was it learned that Gullah spirits had West African 
origins. The word voodoo entered the American language 
through the Gullahs, although, on the sea islands, it sim-
ply meant magic with none of the sinister connotations of 
West Indian voodoo as sensationalized in movies.

African folk tales survived longer and closer to the orig-
inals on the sea islands. Joel Chandler Harris, the white 
journalist who collected the B’rer Rabbit and other slave 
stories (now known to have African origins) found the 
sea islands his most productive hunting grounds. In 1925, 
DuBose Heyward wrote a play, Porgy, better known as the 
opera based on it, Porgy and Bess. It was set among Gullahs 
who, after the Civil War, moved to Charleston.

How They Lived



no abolitionist, he was not comfortable with the institution. 
The single slave he briefl y owned he freed rather than sold, 
although he was virtually penniless at the time.

His racial attitudes were undoubtedly those of his kind 
and times. His closest friend in the Civil War army, William 
Tecumseh Sherman, was an outspoken racist with whom 
Grant probably agreed, but with none of Sherman’s pas-
sion. Now president in 1869 at 46 years of age (to that time 
the youngest president), he immediately understood that 
he owed his election and the Republican party its domi-
nance to African American voters. Moreover, Grant was 
unswervingly loyal to those who were loyal to him. The 
radicals made him president and he turned to them when 
he needed advice. And his champion in the Senate and chief 
senatorial adviser was Roscoe Conkling of New York, who 
believed in African American equality as an ideal as well as 
an expedient.

During most of Grant’s presidency, the Republican party 
was dominant because, when first admitted to statehood, 
the southern states sent mostly Republicans to Congress. 
In some states, where blacks were a majority of the popula-
tion or nearly so—South Carolina, Mississippi, Louisiana—
 Republican control was likely as long as African Americans 
voted. In other southern states, there were enough white 
 Republicans who, combined with a bloc African American 
vote, comprised a majority.

If blacks were the backbone of the southern party, provid-
ing 80 percent of Republican votes, white men ran the party. 
No African American was elected governor in any state. 
There were only two black senators, Blanche K. Bruce and 
Hiram Revels, both from Mississippi. There were fewer than 
twenty black Republican congressmen. Indeed, blacks filled 
only a fifth of federal jobs in the South, most in low-level 
positions. The tyrannical “Black Rule” of which Democrats 
spoke was a myth.

Corruption
Who were the white Republicans in the South? Some were 
former Whigs who had opposed secession. In the mountain 
counties, particularly in Tennessee, a majority of ordinary 
whites voted Republican. Some Confederates decided that 
their political future lay with the Republicans and joined 
the party. Democrats called them “scalawags”—scoundrels, 
 reprobates—who betrayed their neighbors to ignorant, sav-
age former slaves. Northern Republicans who moved South 
after the war for political purposes or to invest in the devel-
opment of the shattered economy were known as “carpet-
baggers.”  The message was that they had arrived in the South 
so poor they could carry everything they owned in a carpet-
bag, the cheapest sort of suitcase, but were soon rich from 
looting southern state treasuries along with their scalawag 
friends and their black stooges.

Lowlife carpetbaggers could be found on the lower lev-
els of the Republican party. But the dozen or so carpetbag-
gers who rose to high political office were men with money 
the South sorely needed. The real “crime” of Reconstruction 

which the Democrats hammered on was the fact that African 
Americans had a say in government.

There was plenty of corruption, as there inevitably is when 
governments spend a lot of money in a short time. The Re-
publican legislatures voted huge appropriations for legitimate, 
even essential programs that the prewar southern legislatures 
had ignored. There was not a single statewide public school 
system in any former Confederate state until Reconstruction. 
The first free schools in the South for white as well as black 
children were established by the Republican legislatures. Pro-
grams for the relief of the destitute and institutions for the 
handicapped and the insane were few in the prewar South. 

The start-up costs were immense. Politicians, all the way 
at the top, dipped into the flow of money to fill their own 
purses. The Republican governor of Louisiana, Henry C. 
Warmoth, banked $100,000 during a year when his salary 
was $8,000. Favored state contractors padded their bills and 
bribed state officials not to examine their invoices closely. In 
1869, the state of Florida spent as much on its printing bill as 
had been spent on the entire state government in 1860.

There was nothing uniquely southern in the thievery. 
The 1860s and 1870s were an era of corruption throughout 
American society. Civil War contractors had cheated the 
government. The “Tweed Ring” that looted New York City 
was Democratic. And the champion crooks in the South 
were not Reconstruction Republicans but post-Reconstruc-
tion Democrats. After a “Black Republican” administration 
in Mississippi ran a largely corruption-free regime for six 
years, the first Democratic treasurer of the state absconded 
with $415,000. This paled compared to the swag E. A. Burke, 
the first post-Reconstruction treasurer of Louisiana, took 
with him to Honduras in 1890: $1,777,000.

Redeemers and the Klan
Nevertheless, political corruption was an effective issue for 
Democrats out to defeat the Republicans at the polls. They 
persuaded whites who had voted Republican to switch to the 
Democrats as the only way to avoid ruinous taxes to pay the 
crooks’ bills. Race was an even more effective issue. The spec-
tacle of former slaves who had once said “yes sir” and “no 
sir” to every white man dressing in frock coats and cravats, 
making laws, and drinking in hotel bars infuriated whites. 
Democratic politicians called themselves “Redeemers.” They 
would redeem the captive South from thieving carpetbaggers 
and scalawags and redeem the white race from the degrada-
tion the Yankees had forced on them.

In states where a more-or-less solid white vote could 
be mobilized to vote Democratic, the solidly Republican 
black vote could be overcome. Virginia was “redeemed” 
quickly, North Carolina and Georgia after a short cam-
paign.  Elsewhere, Redeemers brought economic pressure 
on blacks to stay home on election day. Most African Amer-
icans were tenants with a family to support. They were in-
clined to value their leased cabins and acreage more highly 
than the vote when their landlords told them it was one or 
the other.
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Blacks determined to exercise their rights were met 
with violence. In 1866, General Nathan Bedford Forrest of 
 Tennessee founded the Ku Klux Klan as a social club for 
Confederate veterans. Like other men’s lodges, the Klan was 
replete with hocus-pocus, including the wearing of white 
robes and titles like Kleagle and Grand Wizard. 

In 1868, the Klan turned political. The Klan and copycat 
organizations like the Knights of the White Camelia, masked 
and riding only at night to avoid Union army detachments, 
harassed, terrorized, whipped, and murdered carpetbag-
gers, scalawags, and politically active African Americans. 
Soon enough the night riders turned on blacks accused of 
being “impudent.” The Klan hit the South like a tornado. 
The federal government estimated that the Klan murdered 
700 in 1868, all but a few of them blacks. The next year was 
worse. Violence worked. In ever-increasing numbers, African 
Americans stopped voting. 

In 1870 and 1871, Congress passed two Ku Klux Acts which 
made it a federal offense “to go in disguise upon the public 
highway . . . with intent to . . . injure, oppress, threaten, or in-
timidate [citizens] and to prevent them from enjoying their 
constitutional rights.” The laws were effective. The Union 
army harassed known or suspected Klansmen and wiped 
out many “Klaverns.” Between 1870 and 1872, Texas arrested 
6,000 Klansmen. Still, the greatest Klan atrocity occurred in 
April 1873 when 100 blacks were killed.

By then, five of the former rebel states were in Redeemer 
hands and the Republicans were facing powerful Democratic 
opposition in the others. Just as important, northern support 
for radical Reconstruction was in rapid decline. 

GRANT’S TROUBLED
ADMINISTRATION
Grant had been lionized after Appomattox. He was show-
ered with gifts, including cold cash. New York City’s present 
to him of $100,000 was just the biggest. Wealthy business-
men and bankers, knowing well he would soon be president, 
treated him at their clubs and on their yachts. The soldier in 
a dusty, rumpled uniform was dumbstruck. He took zestfully 
to the high life, from dining on caviar and tournedos sauce 
béarnaise to wearing silk top hats and well-tailored suits of 
the best worsteds.

Celebrity and money came too fast to a man who had 
struggled to pay the bills for thirty years—and for  Mrs. Julia 
Grant, who had struggled to keep her family together. The 
Grants never quite grasped the fact that their benefactors 
were not so much appreciating what they had done as they 
were paying in advance for future favors. There is no  evidence 
that a scintilla of corruption tainted Grant personally. But his 
administration was shot through with crookery, and Grant’s 
sense of loyalty was so strong that he never punished or even 
shunned those of his “friends” who disgraced him.

Jim Fisk and Jay Gould
Most of the corruption of the Grant administration was ex-
posed only late in his eight years as president. But there was 
an odor of corruption in Washington from the start. Henry 
Adams, the fourth-generation scion of the distinguished 
Massachusetts family, smelled it in 1869 when he visited the 
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Ku Klux Klan night riders shoot up 
the house of an African American 
who voted or, possibly, merely 
offended whites by insisting on 
being treated as a free man. At 
the peak of Klan violence in1868 
and 1869, it is estimated that 
Klan-like terrorists murdered an 
average of two people a day, almost 
all of them blacks.



city. Adams fairly fl ed Washington, writing that the capital 
was fi lled with men of shady character chasing the fast buck 
and, to all appearances, catching it. Another writer described 
the Grant years as “the great barbecue” with the government 
“supplying the beef.”

During his first year as president, Grant made the mistake 
of hitching a ride on the yacht of James “Jubilee Jim” Fisk, 
a notorious and unabashed financial schemer. Also aboard 
was Jay Gould who, the previous year, along with Fisk, had 
bilked the railroader Cornelius Vanderbilt in a stock fraud. 
The final acts of the drama were played out in public, lov-
ingly chronicled in the newspapers. Gould and Fisk were 
 infamous when Grant accepted their hospitality.

Their purpose in entertaining Grant on a yacht was to be 
seen with the president. Fisk and Gould created the illusion 
that they had a privileged relationship with the president. 
Indeed, they were already scheming with Grant’s brother-in-
law, Abel R. Corbin. Their plan was to corner the nation’s 
privately owned gold supply, dumping it on the market 
when the shortage of gold had driven its price to absurd lev-
els. Success depended on the federal government keeping its 
gold holdings—the largest in the country—in its vaults, off 
the gold market. Corbin assured Gould and Fisk that, as a 
trusted relative, he would see to it that Grant would do just 
that. The party on the yacht was staged to fool the people 
Gould and Fisk planned to fleece that the president was in 
cahoots with them.

Black Friday
The two pirates conspicuously snapped up every gold future 
(a commitment to buy gold at an agreed price at a specifi ed 
future date) they could. The price of gold soared because of 
their purchases until, in September 1869, it was selling for 
$162 an ounce. By taking delivery of gold futures they had 
purchased at $40 less per ounce, they would make a killing 
in an instant.

Corbin did his job persuading Grant that by selling gov-
ernment gold, he would cause an agricultural depression. 
However, Treasury officials, realizing what was happening, 
persuaded Grant that he would look very bad if he did not 

foil Fisk and Gould. On their advice, the president dumped 
$4 million of the government’s gold on the market on Friday, 
September 24.

The price collapsed. New York’s financial community called 
the day “Black Friday.” Businessmen who had purchased gold 
at bloated prices to pay debts and wages were ruined; thou-
sands of employees of bankrupt companies lost their jobs. 
And the luster of a great general’s reputation was tarnished 
before he had been president for eight months. Jay Gould did 
not make as much money as he had hoped he would, but he 
made plenty. Without informing his partner, he had already 
sold most of his holdings. Nor did Jim Fisk lose; he simply 
refused to honor his futures commitments and hired thugs to 
intimidate those with whom he had signed contracts.

The Election of 1872
By 1872, some Republicans like Henry Adams’s father, Charles 
Francis Adams; Senators Carl Schurz of  Missouri, Lyman 
Trumbull of Illinois, and Charles Sumner of  Massachusetts; 

The Grant Scandals
Only one of the scandals of the Grant years came close to 
tarring the president himself. Secretary of War William W. 
Belknap pocketed bribes from a federal contractor who 
supplied Indian tribes with goods due them under the terms 
of treaties with the government. Belknap then averted his eyes 
when the company delivered less than the contract required. 
He was caught red-handed and resigned, but Grant refused to 
prosecute him. Officials in the Treasury Department, in cahoots 
with the president’s personal secretary, Orville Babcock, 
provided excise tax stamps to whiskey distillers at a discount. 
In effect, they stole the stamps as a clerk in a store might steal 
cigars. No one was punished.

Horace Greeley was one of the country’s most influential editors 
and its best known eccentric. During his long career he had not 
only supported dozens of reform movements, he had also dabbled 
at least briefly in as many quack fads: vegetarianism, phrenology, 
spiritualism, others. He was, therefore, a popular object of ridicule, 
a terrible pick as a presidential nominee. He was so roundly abused 
during the presidential campaign of 1872 that it may have 
contributed to his death shortly after the election.
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and crusading editors Horace Greeley of the New York Tri-
bune and E.L. Godkin of The Nation concluded that, with 
Grant’s acquiescence, thieves were taking over the Republi-
can party. 

They were also disgusted by corruption in the southern state 
governments that, they believed, remained in power only be-
cause of Grant’s support. Most of the reformers—Sumner was 
an exception—concluded that the whole idea of entrusting 
poor and ignorant blacks with the vote was a mistake.  Better 
to allow the Redeemers, Democrats that they were, to take 
over and run the southern state governments. The dissidents 
formed the Liberal Republican party and said they would op-
pose Grant in the presidential election of 1872. Their conven-
tion nominated Horace Greeley to run against him.

It was an unwise choice. Greeley was a lifelong eccentric, 
and he looked it. During his 61 years, he had clambered at 
least briefly aboard every nutty fad that rolled down the road. 
His appearance invited ridicule. He looked like a crackpot 
with his round, pink face, close-set, beady eyes, and a wispy 
white fringe of chin whiskers. He wore an ankle-length white 
overcoat on the hottest days, and carried a brightly colored 
umbrella on the driest. Pro-Grant cartoonists had an easy 
time making fun of him.

Greeley also was a poor choice because, on their own, 
the Liberal Republicans had no chance of winning the elec-
tion. They needed the support of both northern and south-
ern Democrats. The Horace Greeley of 1872 might call for 
North and South to “clasp hands across the bloody chasm” 
and denounce carpetbaggers as “as stealing and plucking, 
many of them with both arms around negroes, and their 
hands in their rear pockets.” The Horace Greeley of 1841–
1869 had roasted northern Democrats daily in the Tribune
and vilified southern Democrats for their espousal of slav-
ery and rebellion.

Nevertheless, the Democrats nominated Greeley. If the 
liberal Republicans could not hope to win without the Dem-
ocrats, the Democrats could not hope to win without the 

 liberals. The ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870 
had added tens of thousands of blacks—all  Republicans—
to the voters’ lists. 

In fact, the mismatched two-party coalition could not win. 
With half the southern states still governed by Republicans, 
and Grant still a hero despite the rumors of scandals, the 
president won 56 percent of the popular vote and a crushing 
286 to 66 victory in the electoral college.

THE TWILIGHT OF
RECONSTRUCTION
Poor Greeley died weeks after the election. One by one, drag-
ging their feet, the other liberals returned to the Republican 
party. Grant would be gone after the election of 1876. Per-
haps the party had learned its lesson and would nominate 
a reformer? In fact, the exposure of several scandals during 
Grant’s second term did just that.

Except for Sumner, who was pushing for a federal civil 
rights law when he died in 1874 (it was enacted in 1875, thanks 
to the Grant Republicans in Congress), the liberals of 1872 
were not unhappy when, at the end of 1874, Redeemers in 
Texas, Arkansas, and Mississippi wrestled those states into the 
Democratic party. By 1876, southern Republicans remained 
in power only in South Carolina, Florida, and Louisiana.

The Disputed Election
The Democratic candidate in 1876, New York Governor 
Samuel J. Tilden, said he would withdraw the troops from 
these three states, which would mean a further reduction in 
the numbers of black voters and the end of Reconstruction. 
The Republican candidate, Governor Rutherford B. Hayes of 
Ohio, ran on a platform pledged to protect African American 
rights in the South, but Hayes was well known to be skeptical 
of black capabilities and a personal friend of several southern 

Last Gasps
In 1875, in the twilight of the reconstruction 
era, Congress enacted the Civil Rights Act. 
It outlawed racial discrimination in public 
facilities such as hotels and theaters and 
forbade the exclusion of blacks from juries. 
Another provision forbidding racially 
segregated schools was not included. 
Although the law was not as thoroughgoing 
as the historic Civil Rights Act of 1964, its 
purposes were identical.

The 1875 law had no effect on racial 
discrimination. Rutherford B. Hayes, 
president in 1877 because he acquiesced 

to white Democratic control of the South, 
did not enforce it. In 1883, a number of 
lawsuits demanding enforcement reached 
the Supreme Court. In the civil rights cases, 
with only one dissenting vote, the Court 
ruled the act unconstitutional because 
it outlawed social discrimination, which 
was beyond the authority of Congress. The 
lone dissenting Justice was John Marshall 
Harlan, who would also stand alone in 
defending equal rights for blacks in the 
famous case Plessy v. Ferguson case of 
1896. (Harlan was a southerner. Indeed, he 
had briefly been a slave owner.)

In Congress, the last gasp of Republi-
can support for African American rights 
was the Force Bill of 1890, designed to 
guarantee southern blacks the right to 
vote. (It was the equivalent of the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965.) The House approved 
the Force Bill, but it failed passage in the 
Senate when Republican senators from 
silver-producing states voted against it in 
return for southern Democratic support 
of a law propping up the price of silver. 
That was the end of significant civil 
rights legislation for more than seventy 
years.



Democratic politicians. Both candidates were “honest gov-
ernment” men. Tilden had helped destroy a corrupt politi-
cal ring in New York. As governor of Ohio, Hayes had run a 
squeaky clean administration.

When the votes were counted, Hayes’s personal opinions 
about the wisdom of Reconstruction seemed beside the point. 
Tilden won the popular vote narrowly, and he appeared to 
have won the electoral college 204 to 165. However, Tilden’s 
count included the electoral votes of South Carolina, Florida, 
and Louisiana, where Republicans still controlled the state 
governments. On telegraphed instructions from Republican 
leaders in New York, officials in those three states declared 
that Hayes had carried their states. According to this set of 
returns, Hayes eked out a 185 to 184 electoral vote victory.

So, two sets of returns for South Carolina, Florida, and 
Louisiana reached Washington, one set electing Tilden, the 
other Hayes. The Constitution provided no guidelines for re-
solving such a problem. So, Congress created a commission 
to decide which returns were valid. Five members from each 
house of Congress and five members of the Supreme Court 
sat on the panel. Seven of them were Republicans; seven were 
Democrats. One, David Davis of Illinois, a Supreme Court 
justice, was known as an independent. No one else was inter-
ested in determining the cases on their merits. Each commis-
sioner intended to vote for his party’s candidate, no matter 
what documents were set before him. The burden of naming 
the next president of the United States fell on David Davis.

He did not like it. No matter how conscientious he was—
and Davis had a good reputation—half the country would 

call for his scalp. Davis prevailed on friends in Illinois to 
get him off the hook by naming him to a Senate seat that 
had fallen vacant. He resigned from the court and, thereby, 
from the commission. His replacement was a Republican 
justice, and the stage was set for the Republicans to steal 
the election.

The Compromise of 1877
The commission voted 8 to 7 to accept the Hayes’s re-
turns from Louisiana, Florida, and South Carolina—giving 
 Rutherford B. Hayes the presidency by a single electoral vote. 
Had that been all there was to it, there might well have been 
violence. At a series of meetings, however, prominent north-
ern and southern politicians and businessmen came to an in-
formal agreement with highly placed southern Republicans 
who had Redeemer connections.

The “Compromise of 1877” involved several commit-
ments, not all of them honored, by northern capitalists to 
invest in the South. Also not honored in the end was a vague 
agreement by conservative southerners to build a white 
 Republican party in the South based on the economic and 
social views that they shared with northern conservatives.

As to the disputed election, Hayes would move into the 
White House without Democratic resistance. In return, he 
would withdraw the remaining troops from South Carolina, 
Florida, and Louisiana, thus allowing the Democratic party 
in these states to oust the Republicans and eliminate African 
American political power. Those parts of the compromise 
were honored.
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DISCOVERY

DISCOVERY 414-A

How did the experience of battle temper the fervor with which both northern 
and southern boys looked at war in the spring of 1861?

Warfare: In his diary, Union Army Private Ephraim A. Wood described conversations with a miller and a young 
woman in northern Virginia, rebel country occupied by northern troops. What opinion of slavery is expressed?  
What opinions of the war?  How does Wood’s report relate to northerners’ conventional image of southerners at 
the time (and the views of some historians since).

Diary of Private Ephraim A. Wood Monday July 7, 1862 (near Warrenton, VA)

“I was supernumery of the Guard this morning. After 
Guard mounting I went to the brook and had a bath. I 
then went and got all the cherries that I wanted to eat. I 
took a walk around the Country. On my travels I came to 
a mill, the owner of which was close by sitting, on a stone 
wall talking with a couple of Soldiers. He seemed anxious 
to have our forces whip the Rebels at Richmond, and that 
the War would end as soon as possible. The opinion I 
formed of him was, that he sympathized with the South, 
but that he thought it was useless for them to hold out 
any longer and was in hope our forces would conquer as 
soon as possible. He denounced the Rebel Leaders. The 
next house I came to I stopped and took dinner, as it was 
after two O’clock. I had been away from Camp ever since 
eight O’clock. I found the people here very pleasant and 
kind. There was two persons in the House, one a Lady of 
about the age of Fifty, and her daughter, who was about 
twenty five or six years of age. Here I met two Soldiers, 
one from this Regt and one from the New York Ninth. 

The Youngest Lady entertained us for nearly three hours. 
She said that she had three brothers in the Rebel Army, 
whose time of enlistment had expired some time ago, but 
the Conscript law that was passed, held them in Service 
over their time. She thought that the Law very unjust, 
and denounced the Rebel Leaders more severely, then the 
Miller did. She tried to prevent her brothers from joining 
the Army in the first place. When the Rebel forces were 
at Manassas, she said that Gen. Johnsons wife boarded 
in Warrenton. The slavery question was brought up. She 
thought that they were better off with their Masters, 
then they would be if free. She said she did not approve 
of selling them. She had cried many a time at seeing an 
infant separated from its Mother and sold to the highest 
bidder. I got back to Camp a little before six O’clock, 
just in time to escape a heavy shower. It was said that the 
thermometer yesterday in the shade stood at a hundred 
and ten degrees. To day one hundred and three. Very 
Warm Weather.” 
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To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”

In what ways was American society affected more profoundly by the Civil War 
than by the Mexican War and the War of 1812?

Warfare: This newspaper report from the summer of 1864 and the photograph of Richmond in the spring of 
1865 on the preceding page both depict the devastation of parts of the South. In the twenty-first century, such 
total destruction is familiar. It was not so common in the 1860s. What was new in the Civil War that made such 
devastation possible? Was the leveling of Richmond (and Atlanta, Georgia) necessary? Why or why not?

The Aftermath of Destruction at a Town Near Washington, D.C., 1864 

THE REBEL INVASION
A Visit to the Front lines of Battlefield.

[From the Washington Chronicle, July 14, 1864] 

I proceeded north of Fort Stevens on the seventh street road 
half-a-mile, when I came to the ruins of the residence of 
Mr. Lay of the city post office, which was destroyed day 
before yesterday by shell from Fort Stevens to prevent 
the sharp shooters from occupying it. A little north of 
this depleted stop are the ruins of the residence of Mr. 
Carberry, which was also destroyed by our cannonball. 
Near this place I came upon the new made grave of an 
unknown cavalry man. Still further north and a mile 
from Fort Stevens, I came to a fence thrown across the 
road, and occupied as a breastwork by the rebels the day 
previous. Here were marks of hard fighting; Union and 
rebel muskets, broken and unbroken, and thrown aside by 
their owners, hay piled in a heap by the way; while hats, 
caps, haversacks, pouches, and thousands of cartridge 
sand bullets were scattered here and there on both sides of 
the rebel breastworks and among the rifle pits dug by the 
Union soldiers in a field near by. Every rail on the fence 
and the tree show well the work which has been done the 
last few hours in that vicinity. While I was looking on the 
scene a squad of Union Calvary passed on the way from 
the front, escorting [?] rebel captures, covered with dust 
and apparently worn out with constant traveling and hard 
service. I proceeded on my way, and visited the residences 
of Dr. S. Heath and Captain Richardson-Here was a scary 

picture. Hearing of the approach of the rebels on Monday 
morning, they removed the female members of their 
families to the fort, and before they could return the rebels 
had possession of the premises. Everything about the place 
is scattered in great confusion. What clothing could be 
made use if the rebels exchanged for their less attractive 
suits. The building is badly shattered by our artillery fire. 
Eight common balls or shells had passed through one side 
to the other and the doors, windows, and side boards are 
filled with bullet marks. In the field south of this house 
are the graves of eleven rebel dead, and in a corn field 
on the opposite side in [?] the way fifteen other rebel 
soldiers rest from their destructive work. In a grove on the 
opposite from Mr. Blair’s residence, was found a book (the 
eighth volume Byron’s works) tacked by a rebels, which 
I have brought with me, and transcribes the following 
inscription, while which is written on a fly-leaf: 

NEAR WASHINGTON, JULY 12, 1864

Now, Uncle Abe, you had better be quiet the balance of 
your administration. We only come near your town this 
time just to show what we could do-but if you go on in 
your mad career we will come again soon, and then you 
had better stand from under.

Yours, respectfully,
The Worst Reb you ever saw.
FIFTY-EIGHT VIRGINIA INFANTRY.

414-B Chapter 24 Aftermath
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Patronage and Pork
National Politics 1876–1892

Chapter 25

That . . . a man like Grant should be called—and should actually and truly be—the 
highest product of the most advanced society, made evolution ludicrous. One must 
be as commonplace as Grant’s own commonplaces to maintain such an absurdity. 
The progress of evolution from President Washington to President Grant, was alone 
evidence to upset Darwin.

—Henry Adams

T
he presidents of the late nineteenth century are not, 
on the face of it, an inspiring lot. Their portraits 
lined up on a wall—Grant, Hayes, Garfield,  Arthur, 
 Cleveland, Harrison—they might be a line of 
mourners at a midwestern funeral. They were dig-

nified. They were soberly drab (except Chester A. Arthur, who 
was a New York dandy). They were lavishly bewhiskered. Their 
integrity was beyond question (save for a little slip by Garfield 
when he was a congressman), as were their morals (although 
Cleveland fathered a child out of wedlock in Buffalo). They per-
formed their executive duties competently. But it is difficult to 
imagine a boy who, on looking up at the portrait gallery, would 
say to his mother, “I want to be president when I grow up.”

HOW THE SYSTEM WORKED
Not one of them could be elected today. None could make 
a credible run for the offi ce in an age when television has 
established the requirement that a would-be president be a 
personable, preferably good-looking performer. Moreover, 
Americans have come to prefer presidents who are vigor-
ous leaders, who seize the initiative (or, at least, to create 
that impression). The presidents from Grant to McKinley 
believed that the initiative in government lay with Congress. 
The president’s job was to represent the nation in his person 
(thus, the importance of a grave demeanor) and to enforce 
the laws Congress designed and enacted.

And yet, Americans of the era took their politics seriously. 
More than 80 percent of eligible voters voted in 1876; the 

percentage never fell below 70 before 1900. Today, in con-
trast, despite the unrelenting ballyhoo, only about half those 
eligible to vote actually go to the polls.

Two Balanced Parties
So many voters voted because, in part, the two major par-
ties were evenly matched nationally. Between 1875 and 1891, 
control of the House of Representatives changed six times. 
One of the parties controlled the presidency, House, and 
Senate only four of these years. 

Almost every presidential election of the era provided evi-
dence for the cliché that a single voter (a handful of voters, any-
way) can make a difference. Between 1872, when Grant won 
reelection by 750,000 votes, and 1896, when William  McKinley 
ushered in an era of Republican party dominance with an 
850,000 vote victory, two of the presidential contests (1880 and 
1884) saw the candidates just 40,000 votes apart in a total of 
9–10 million. In two other elections (1876 and 1888), the win-
ners in the electoral college had fewer popular votes than the 
losers, an outcome that would not be seen again until 2000.

Only one presidential candidate between 1876 and 1896 
won more than 50 percent of the popular vote, Democrat 
Samuel J. Tilden in 1876, and the election was “stolen” from 
him by a partisan Republican commission.

Solid South and Republican 
Respectability
Within regions and among most identifi able social groups, 
the parties were not evenly matched. Except for  Connecticut, 

415
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 Democrats never considered the possibility of winning 
Pennsylvania. Outside of the South, the upper and middle 
classes were largely Republican. They thought of the GOP, the 
“Grand Old Party,” as a bastion of morality and respectabil-
ity. In the words of Senator George F. Hoar of  Massachusetts, 
Republicans were “the men who do the work of piety and 
charity in our churches; the men who administer our school 
systems; the men who own and till their own farms; the men 
who perform skilled labor in the shops.”

Hoar went on to describe Democrats as (among other 
unattractive things) the “criminal class” and the “ballot-
box stuffers” of the great cities. That was true of New York 
City which, with brief interludes, was run by Democrats. 
 Philadelphia, however, was in the pocket of a Republican 
party machine employing the same techniques that kept the 

Uncle Sam weighs the Republican and Democratic parties and 
finds them evenly matched. President Grant is in the background 
(although he was no longer the sloven depicted here). His chief 
ally in the Senate, Roscoe Conkling (who was mocked for having a 
“turkey gobbler strut”) is perched at the upper right. The man at the 
left is holding a pathetic Liberal Republican Party bird. The Liberal 
Republicans joined with the Democrats in 1872.
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Yellow Dog Democrats
In eastern Texas, white voters took pride in the name “Yellow 
Dog Democrat.” It meant that they were so loyal to their 
party that if the Republican candidate for office was Jesus 
Christ, and the Democratic candidate an old yellow dog, they 
would vote for the yellow dog. Today, yellow dog Democrats 
are hard to find; they’ve become yellow dog Republicans.

One-Party Politics
In Colorado in 1873, Judge M. B. Gerry sentenced Alfred E. 
Packer to hang for murdering and eating five companions 
when trapped by a blizzard. He said, “There were seven 
Democrats in Hinsdale County, but you, you voracious, man-
eating son-of-a-bitch, you ate five of them.” A dining hall 
at the University of Colorado is called the Alfred E. Packer 
Cafeteria.

where Republicans and Democrats were roughly equal in 
number, New England was as solidly Republican as its gran-
ite outcroppings. So was Pennsylvania, the party’s crown 
jewel with the second largest electoral vote in the country. 

1873 1877 1881 1885 1889 1893 1897

Politics 1873–1897

1877–1881 Rutherford B. Hayes president

1876 Greenback Labor party organized

1881 President Garfield assassinated

1873 Boss Tweed convicted

1881–1885 Chester A. Arthur president

1883 Pendleton Act: Civil Service

1884 Last-minute blunders cost Republicans the presidency

1890 McKinley Tariff

1885–1889 Grover Cleveland president

Benjamin Harrison president  1889–1893

Cleveland president 1893–1897



Democrats in office in New York. Indeed, Republican ma-
chines ran more of the great cities during the late nineteenth 
century than Democrats did.

Southern African Americans who continued to vote after 
Reconstruction were, of course, staunch Republicans, as were 
northern blacks. The GOP paid little more lip service to civil 
rights issues after 1877, but it was still the party of Lincoln 
and emancipation and historical memory played a big part 
in political allegiances for everyone.

Nationally, Democratic chances were based on the 
“Solid South.” After the census of 1880, 201 electoral votes 
were needed to win the presidency. The states where slav-
ery had been legal gave all 159 of their electoral votes to 
the Democratic party, as they did in every presidential 
election after 1876. On the face of it, it was a nice head 
start in the race.

Swing States
To win a national election, however, the Democrats had to 
add some northern and western states to the Solid South. 
Connecticut was always a possibility but added only six elec-
toral votes to the Democratic column. The Democrats con-
centrated their hopes and energies on the other swing states 
where the two parties were about equal in strength. Indiana 
and Illinois were swing states, as was Ohio, although the 
Republicans always managed to eke out a majority there (in 
1892 by 72 votes in a total of 810,000).

The “must win” swing state was New York, with thirty-five to 
thirty-six electoral votes, more even than Pennsylvania. There 
the contest was between New York City and “upstate.” New York 
City’s Democratic machine, by hook or crook, had to roll up a 
larger plurality than the Republicans (with more than a little 
crookery involved) won in the rural and small-town counties. 
With the Solid South and New York, the Democrats had to win 

two or three swing states to elect their candidate. The Repub-
licans had to keep them from doing so. In fact, beginning in 
1880, the party that won New York’s electoral votes won the 
presidency and would not, otherwise, have been victorious.

Consequently, a disproportionate number of national 
nominees were from Indiana, New York, Illinois, and Ohio, 
where they had demonstrated that they were personally pop-
ular. In the elections held between 1876 and 1892, the major 
parties filled twenty presidential and vice-presidential slots. 
Eighteen of the twenty were filled by men from the swing 
states. Eight (40 percent) were from New York; there was at 
least one New Yorker on one of the party tickets in every elec-
tion. Five were from Indiana. Neither party was particularly 
interested in finding “the best man for the job.” The idea was 
to win the election; that meant carrying the swing states.

Bosses and Conventions
Today, presidential nominations are made in primary elec-
tions. For a generation, nominations have been settled 
months before the party conventions. Conventions have be-
come nothing but paid holidays for the delegates and televi-
sion shows for everyone else, albeit boring ones. There were 
no primaries in the nineteenth century. Conventions were at 
the heart of national party life. The delegates (the bosses of 
delegations) really did make the pick. 

Conventions were also vital to party life as the only occasion 
when state and big city political leaders could consult with one 
another and seal bargains face to face. There was no e-mail 
and, until the very end of the century, no long-distance tele-
phone. The telegraph was too public for deal making; messages 
passed through the hands of any number of telegraph offices 
where a poorly paid employee could make a few dollars by re-
vealing a juicy message. Congressmen and senators saw one 
another in Washington on a regular basis. However, governors 
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The 1880 Republican convention in 
Chicago. The delegates deadlocked for more 
than thirty ballots. On the thirty-fourth 
ballot, a few of them cast votes for James 
A. Garfield of Ohio, whose name was not 
in nomination. On the thirty-sixth ballot, 
he was nominated. The blurred figure at 
the podium in this photograph, just right 
of center in this photograph, is Senator 
Garfield, possibly when he rose to urge 
delegates not to vote for him.
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and  political bosses were the real powers in party politics. They 
met their counterparts elsewhere only at conventions.

There they wheeled and dealed, bargained and traded, 
made and broke political careers. There was no army of tele-
vision reporters shoving microphones and cameras into the 
midst of every circle of politicos that gathered on the floor of 
the barnlike convention halls. There were, of course, plenty 
of newspaper reporters. But, with no cameras to record the 
action, they could be kept away from the interesting conver-
sations by strong-arm bodyguards, a common career oppor-
tunity for washed-up prize fighters.

In the Democratic party, the most important bosses were 
the head of New York City’s Tammany Hall, the Democratic 
machine, and the Bourbons of the Solid South. (“Bourbons” 
was the name given to the Redeemers when, by 1880, they 
had finished up their redemption work. They were named 
not after Kentucky’s famous whiskey, much as most of them 
enjoyed a sip or two, but after the Bourbon kings of France 
because of their extreme don’t rock the boat conservatism.)

In the Republican party, the perennial players were the 
bosses of Pennsylvania and the swing states, always New 
York’s party leader when the New York party was unified. 
They and dozens of lesser politicos traded the support of 
their delegations for cabinet posts and a major say in who 
was appointed to federal jobs in the state and who won lucra-
tive government contracts.

The southern states delivered no electoral votes to the Re-
publican party. However, delegates from the South (including 
a few, not many, African Americans) were nonetheless courted 
ardently for their votes on the convention hall floor and in 
hotel rooms. If elective office in the South was pretty much 
barred to them, appointments to federal jobs were not.

The Patronage
The spoils system had come a long way since the days of 
Andrew Jackson. Jackson’s administration had about 5,000 
federal jobs to hand out to the party faithful. In 1871, 50,000 
federal employees served at President Grant’s pleasure. In 
1881, President Garfi eld had it in his power to fi re and hire 
people in 100,000 positions.

In 1870, about three federal jobs in four were with the Post 
Office, in 1880 about half of them. The second largest federal 
employer was the Treasury Department. Collecting customs 
duties generated tons of paperwork in every seaport and ports 
of entry on the Mexican and Canadian borders. Because postal 
and customs employees were scattered throughout the coun-
try, as were Indian agents and civilian employees of the army, 
local political leaders were keenly interested in them.

Low-level jobs in Washington and abroad were of little in-
terest to them. In 1871, only about 6,000 people worked for 
the government in the capital. (The undesirability of cleri-
cal jobs in Washington created opportunities for women that 
were not abundant in the states; by the end of the century, a 
majority of federal employees in Washington were women.)

The government had few employees abroad. There was no 
professional foreign service. Wealthy benefactors were named 
ministers and consuls in important European countries. 

 Ministers in London, Paris, Vienna, Rome, and Berlin had to 
be wealthy; their salaries did not begin to cover the huge ex-
penditures on dwellings and the entertainment expected of 
them. Consulships went to less affluent party regulars. Nei-
ther  embassies nor consulates employed more than a handful 
of staff.

Presidents did not sift through applications for postmas-
terships in every one-horse town. For low-level positions, 
job seekers made their wishes known to mayors, congress-
men, and local bosses who belonged to the president’s party. 
Paring the wish lists down to reasonable lengths, they passed 
their recommendations up the line to the state’s senator or a 
senior congressman. Those worthies had direct access to the 
president and their picks were almost invariably appointed. 
The president’s automatic approval of the names given to 
him was known as senatorial courtesy.

When President Grant gave Senator Roscoe Conkling a 
blank check in filling federal positions in New York state, it 
made Conkling New York’s most powerful politician. The 
sweetest plums at his disposal were at the customs house in 
New York City; its annual payroll was $2 million. The Collector 
of Customs in New York was paid a salary of $20,000 (about 
$400,000 in purchasing power today), and he earned bonuses 
when importers trying to cheat the government were caught. 
Conkling’s choice for collector, his top political henchman and 
close personal friend, Chester A. Arthur, took home $40,000 a 
year between 1871 and 1874, more than the president made.

The big states had plenty of state employees too. Penn-
sylvania’s Republican machine had 20,000 jobs to hand out. 
With so many people owing their income to the Republican 
party, it is small wonder that Democrats were helpless in 
Pennsylvania and Philadelphia.

Pork
Government contracts were another means of rewarding 
friends of the winning party. Usually at the end of each con-
gressional session, when the House and Senate were tying up 
loose ends at top speed, Congress enacted “pork barrel” bills, 
so called because, like the barrel of pork in brine that once sat 
in the kitchens of most homes, they were not pretty to look 
into too closely. 

Pork barrel bills were usually bipartisan because the two 
houses of Congress were controlled by different parties more 
often than not. Therefore, Republicans and Democrats had 
to cooperate in divvying up contracts for the construction of 
post offices here and there, government piers, dredging a river, 
and so on. The idea was not to get necessary work done, but 
to allow congressmen to reward their political supporters.

Thus, the River and Harbor Bill of August 1886 appropri-
ated $15 million to begin work on more than 100 new proj-
ects; 58 federal building projects that had begun two years ear-
lier but were not complete were abandoned. They were in the 
districts of congressmen who had retired or been defeated.

Memories, Memories
There was not, of course, a job or contract for every voter. 
In order to turn out the numbers on election day, the two 



parties exploited the emotional politics of memory and, for 
the Republicans, the decidedly unsentimental politics of sol-
diers’ pensions.

Although the Republican party shelved its commitments 
to African Americans, it remembered the Civil War. Party 
orators “waved the bloody shirt,” reminding northern voters 
that Democrats had started the Civil War. Lucius Fairchild, 
a Wisconsin politician who had lost an arm in battle, flailed 
the air with his empty sleeve during campaign speeches. 
With armless and legless veterans hobbling about every 
 sizable town to remind voters of the bloodletting, it was an 
effective technique.

The GAR—the Grand Army of the Republic—was a Union 
veterans’ association founded in 1866. Officially, it was non-
partisan. The organization was designed to remember the 
Union dead by strewing flours on graves on Decoration Day 
(now Memorial Day) and to preserve the somewhat roman-
ticized camaraderie of the war years. The GAR had plenty of 
Democratic members who also donned their old uniforms 
(as long as they still fit) to parade on Decoration Day and to 
attend annual encampments—conventions under tents.

However, when the GAR became a lobby for more gen-
erous veterans’ pensions during the 1880s, it functioned 
 somewhat as an auxiliary of the Republican party. Its mem-
bership peaked in 1890 at about 450,000.

Between 1868 and 1901, every president except the Demo-
crat Grover Cleveland was a former Union officer. (Arthur’s 
military service was very brief, but he still liked to be ad-
dressed as “General.”) When Cleveland, believing that sec-
tional bitterness was fading, returned captured Confederate 
battle flags to their states for display at museums and war 
monuments, a protest mobilized by the GAR forced him to 
back down.

Vote Yourself a Pension
The Republican party converted the bloody shirt into dol-
lars and cents in the form of pensions for veterans. Late in 
the war, Congress had approved federal pensions for Union 
soldiers who were disabled by wounds or disease contracted 
while in the army. The law was strictly worded, perhaps ex-
cessively so. Many handicapped veterans failed to qualify for 
pensions under its terms. In 1879, eligibility was liberalized, 
but northern congressmen also introduced “special pension” 
bills that provided monthly stipends to specifi cally named 
constituents who had requested them.
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Civil War Pensions
Between 1890, when pensions for Union veterans and their 
dependents were granted practically for the asking, and 
1905, when the rules were tightened, it was not uncommon 
for very young ladies to marry very old veterans in order to 
collect widows’ pensions after their bridegrooms died. As 
late as 1983, forty-one Civil War widows were still receiving 
a monthly check of about $70 from the federal government.

The Surplus
Many late nineteenth-century congressmen voted for dubious 
veterans’ pensions and pork barrel bills because they won 
votes. However, there was also a sound economic reason to 
get rid of the government’s money during the 1880s. Each year, 
the Treasury collected about $100 million more in taxes than 
Congress spent. Every dollar that remained in the treasury was 
a dollar that was not fueling the economy. Allowing the surplus 
to grow meant risking a depression.

Reducing revenue was out of the question. More than half 
the government’s collections came from the tariff, which was 
backed by powerful interests. So, the government spent on 
pensions, often dubious building projects, and during the 
1890s, on the construction of a large modern navy.

Even then, it took a major depression and war to wipe out 
the surplus. In 1899, after the war with Spain, the government 
had a deficit of $90 million.

Members of the Grand Army of the Republic, Union army veterans, 
marching in a Decoration Day parade in 1902. There are no 
youngsters here; the Civil War had been over for thirty-seven 
years and membership was declining.  In its heyday, the GAR was 
a powerful political force, lobbying for generous pensions for old 
soldiers. Although officially nonpartisan, the organization functioned 
as an arm of the Republican party, which was better disposed toward 
pensions than the Democrats.
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By the 1880s, the procedure for awarding special pensions 
was grossly abused. Congressmen took no interest in the wor-
thiness of petitions for special pensions submitted to them, 
not even in the truthfulness of them. (One applicant was dis-
abled, he said, because he had been thrown from a horse as 
he was rushing to enlist in the army.) They introduced every 
request made of them. When virtually all Republican con-
gressmen and many northern Democrats had special pen-
sion bills in the hopper, the lot was rushed through by voice 
vote and passed on to the president. Republican presidents 
signed them. Instead of declining as old soldiers died off, the 
cost of the pension program climbed to $56 million in 1885 
and $80 million in 1888. 

Democrat Grover Cleveland, elected in 1884, closely scru-
tinized every special pension bill on his desk and vetoed those 
he judged undeserving. In 1888, an election year, Congress 
put him on the spot by enacting a revised general pension 
law that granted a small monthly income to every veteran 
who had served ninety days in the wartime army and was 
disabled for any reason whatsoever. An old soldier who fell 
from a stepladder in 1885 qualified, as did his widow when 
he died. Cleveland vetoed it and the Republicans ran their 
campaign on the slogan “Vote Yourself a Pension.”

They won the election and, in 1889, the new president, 
Benjamin Harrison, signed an even more generous Depen-
dent Pensions Act. Harrison appointed the head of the GAR, 
James “Corporal” Tanner, to oversee the distribution of pen-
sions. “God help the surplus,” Tanner said, referring to the 
money in the treasury. He meant it. By the end of Harrison’s 
term, Tanner had increased the annual expenditure on Civil 
War pensions to $160 million. With widows qualifying for 
pensions too, local wags took notice of the young women of 
the town who promptly married doddering old Billy Yanks 
who had a gleam in their eyes every several months but a 
check in the mail every month without fail.

Northern Democrats posed as men of principle in the 
bloody shirt and pensions controversies. In the South, how-
ever, Democrats played the Civil War game too. They orated 
about the nobility of the Confederate cause and southern 
state governments provided some benefits for Confederate 
veterans.

PRESIDENTS AND PERSONALITIES
In 1876, President Grant was rounding out his second term. 
He was only 55; he was not rich and he had given up an 
income from the army when he resigned to become presi-
dent. Despite the two-term tradition, he wanted to run for 
reelection. He needed the income. Roscoe Conkling, his 
chief political advisor, wanted him to run too. But too many 
scandals had been exposed. The House of Representatives, 
by a vote of 233–18, crushed his hopes by endorsing the two-
term tradition. The large majority included most Republican 
congressmen. They knew that to have a chance of electing a 
Republican that year, they needed a candidate with a squeaky 
clean reputation.

They found him in Governor Rutherford B. Hayes. The
Nation called Hayes and his running mate “the most re-
spectable men, in the strict sense of the word, the Republi-
can party has ever nominated,” which was scant respect for 
Abraham Lincoln. When Hayes was awarded the presidency 
in the “stolen election” of 1876, Democrats took particular 
delight in calling him “His Fraudulency” and “Rutherfraud” 
B. Hayes.

Spiked Oranges
Lucy Hayes served no alcoholic beverages in the White 
House. According to newspapermen, however, her servants 
could be bribed to serve punch and oranges spiked with rum. 
Maybe. After he left the presidency, Hayes said that the joke 
was on the bibbers. He and his wife knew of the plot and had 
their servants spike the drinks and fruit with a nonalcoholic 
beverage that tasted like rum.

Hayes, Integrity, and Oblivion
Hayes was a brave, perhaps abnormally reckless Civil War 
 offi cer. Coddled by his mother, sisters, and aunts (his father 
died before he was born), he found military life liberating. 
He served in combat units—in fi fty engagements! He had 
four horses shot from under him and was himself wounded 
four times, once very seriously. He was a serious man but 
seems not to have been especially bright. He and his wife, 
“Lemonade Lucy” Hayes, were temperance people. In a dra-
matic change from the Grant White House, where six wines 
were served at formal dinners, the Hayeses banned alcohol.

As president, Hayes pleased few people. Democrats called 
him a fraud. Old radical Republicans were angered by the 
alacrity with which he abandoned southern blacks to the 
 Redeemers, refusing to enforce the recently passed Civil 
Rights Act. “Stalwarts,” as their leader Roscoe Conkling called 
Republicans who resolutely and uncompromisingly backed 
the party and expected to be rewarded for their loyalty with 
government jobs, were infuriated when Hayes appointed 
reformers and even southern Democrats to choice posi-
tions. He called reformers “dilletanti” and “man-milliners,” 
as close to calling them homosexuals as was possible in the 
nineteenth century. When Hayes fired New York Collector of 
Customs Chester A. Arthur, “the prince of spoilsmen,” Con-
kling went into opposition and began working to nominate 
ex-president Grant in 1880. 

The anti-Conkling Republicans (known as Half-Breeds), 
who were as contemptuous of reformers as the Stalwarts 
were, were also unhappy with their share of the patronage. 
There was no difference in principle between the two fac-
tions. To a large extent, their competition was a reflection 
of the intense mutual personal dislike of Conkling and the 
leader of the Half-Breeds, Senator James G. Blaine of Maine. 
Early in their congressional careers, Blaine had mocked Con-
kling, a physical-culture nut who exercised daily and liked 
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MAP 25:1 Voting the Straight Party Ticket. How most states would vote in presidential elections was predictable. Except for 
Connecticut, New England was dependably Republican; so was Pennsylvania which, with twenty-nine to thirty electoral votes, 
was critical to the success of Republican candidates. With African Americans effectively disenfranchised, the South was solidly
Democratic. Only in Tennessee, where white voters from the eastern mountain counties were Republican, was the statewide popular 
vote something like close. Illinois and Indiana were “swing states.” The two parties were approximately equal in strength; the state’s 
electoral votes were fiercely contested. But the key to presidential elections was New York. Except in the “stolen election” of 1876, 
the winner in every presidential election carried New York. Except in 1892, if the winner had lost New York’s electoral vote, he would 
not have been elected. Small wonder both parties were willing to pull out all of the stops to win in the state.

1876

1884

1892

1888

1880

ME
7

NH
5

MA
13

RI
4CT

6NJ
9 DE

3MD
8

VT
5

NY
25

PA
29

VA
11
NC
10

SC
7GA

11
AL
10

MS
8

LA
8

TX
8

AR
6

MO
15

KY
12

TN
12

OH
22

MI
11

IN
15

IL
21

IA
11NB

3

KS
5

WI
10

MN
5

DAKOTA
TERR.

MONTANA
TERR.

WYOMING
TERR.

CO
3

INDIAN
TERR.

NEW
MEXICO

TERR.

ARIZONA
TERR.

UTAH
TERR.

IDAHO
TERR.

WA
TERR.

NV
3

CA
6

OR
3

FL
4

WV
5

ME
6

NH
4

MA
14

RI
4CT

6NJ
9 DE

3MD
8

VT
4

NY
36

PA
30

VA
12
NC
11

SC
9GA

12
AL
10

MS
9

LA
8

TX
13

AR
7

MO
16

KY
13

TN
12

OH
23

MI
13

IN
15

IL
22

IA
13NB

5

KS
9

WI
11

MN
7

DAKOTA
TERR.

MONTANA
TERR.

WYOMING
TERR.

CO
3

INDIAN
TERR.

NEW
MEXICO

TERR.

ARIZONA
TERR.

UTAH
TERR.

IDAHO
TERR.

WA
TERR.

NV
3

CA
8

OR
3

FL
4

WV
6

ME
6

NH
4

MA
15

RI
4CT

6NJ
10 DE

3MD
8

VT
4

NY
36

PA
32

VA
12
NC
11

SC
9GA

13
AL
11

MS
9

LA
8

TX
15

AR
8

MO
17

KY
13

TN
12

OH

MI
9

IN
15

IL
24

IA
13NB

8

KS
10

WI
12

MN
9

ND

SD
4

MT
3

WY
3

CO
4

INDIAN
TERR.

NEW
MEXICO

TERR.

ARIZONA
TERR.

UTAH
TERR.

ID
3

WA
4

NV
3

CA

OR

FL
4

WV
6

ME
6

NH
4

MA
14

RI
4CT

6NJ
9 DE

3MD
8

VT
4

NY
36

PA
30

VA
12
NC
11

SC
9GA

12
AL
10

MS
9

LA
8

TX
13

AR
7

MO
16

KY
13

TN
12

OH
23

MI
13

IN
15

IL
22

IA
13NB

5

KS
9

WI
 11

MN
7

DAKOTA
TERR.

MONTANA
TERR.

WYOMING
TERR.

CO
3

INDIAN
TERR.

NEW
MEXICO

TERR.

ARIZONA
TERR.

UTAH
TERR.

IDAHO
TERR.

WA
TERR.

DAKOTA
TERR.

MONTANA
TERR.

WYOMING
TERR.

NEW
MEXICO

TERR.

ARIZONA
TERR.

UTAH
TERR.

IDAHO
TERR.

WA
TERR.

NV
3

NV
3

CA
8

CA
3

OR
3

OR
3

FL
4

WV
6

ME
7

NH
5

MA
13

RI
4CT

6NJ
9 DE

3MD
8

VT
5

NY
35

PA
29

VA
11
NC
10

SC
7GA

11
AL
10

MS
8

LA
8

TX
8

AR
6

MO
15

KY
12

TN
12

OH
22

MI
11

IN
15

IL
21

IA
11NB

3

KS
5

WI
10

MN
5

CO
3

INDIAN
TERR.

FL
4

WV
5

185

184

50

50

number % number %
4,037,000

4,284,000

49

51

Popular VoteElectoral Vote

Hayes (Republican)

Tilden (Democratic)

219

182

----

----

55

45

----

----

number % number %
4,879,507

4,850,293

175,370

150,369

49

48

2

1

Popular VoteElectoral Vote

Cleveland (Democratic)

Blaine (Republican)

Butler (Greenback Labor)

St. John (Prohibition)

214

155

----

----

58

42

---

---

number % number %
4,453,295

4,414,082

308,578

10,305

48

48

3

1

Popular VoteElectoral Vote

Garfield (Republican)

Hancock (Democratic)

Weaver (Greenback Labor)

Dow (Prohibition)

233

168

----

----

58

42

----

----

number % number %
5,477,129

5,537,857

249,506

146,935

48

49

2

1

Popular VoteElectoral Vote

Harrison (Republican)

Cleveland (Democratic)

Fisk (Prohibition)

Streeter (Union-Labor)

277

145

22

----

----

62

33

5

----

----

number % number %
5,555,426

5,182,690

1,029,846

264,133

21,164

46

43

9

2

0

Popular VoteElectoral Vote



422 Chapter 25 Patronage and Pork

to show off his muscular physique, describing his “haughty 
disdain, his grandiloquent swell, his majestic, over-powering, 
turkey-gobbler strut.” Conkling, who was rarely bested in a 
trade of insults, never forgave Blaine for humiliating him.

When Conkling announced that Grant would seek the Re-
publican presidential nomination in 1880 and set about corral-
ling supporters, Blaine announced that he too would seek the 
prize. Then Hayes’s fellow Ohioan and his secretary of the trea-
sury, John Sherman, announced his candidacy. By the last year 
of his presidency, poor Hayes was without political support.

Garfield: A Dark Horse
At the Republican convention of 1880, neither Grant, Blaine, 
nor Sherman could win a majority of the delegates and none 
would yield to one of the others. Nor would  several “ favorite 

son” candidates give up their votes to one of the leaders. 
Each hoped that the deadlocked convention would turn 
to them. After thirty-four ballots, several delegates broke 
ranks but, instead of switching to one of the favorite sons, 
they voted for James A. Garfi eld of Ohio, who was manag-
ing John Sherman’s campaign on the fl oor.  Garfi eld rose 
and protested but on the thirty-fi fth ballot, more delegates 
named him. Because Garfi eld was a Half-Breed, Blaine re-
leased his delegates to Garfi eld and, on the thirty-sixth bal-
lot, he was nominated.

Garfield was unprepared, but he knew he needed the sup-
port of the Stalwarts if he was to have a chance. He asked 
Chester A. Arthur to be his running mate. Conkling was fu-
rious and told Arthur to decline. For the only time in their 
long relationship, Arthur did not do as Conkling told him. 

Waving the Bloody Shirt

When Republican politicians assailed the Democratic 
party as the party of the South, the party responsible for 
the deaths of 360,000 Union soldiers, telling northern vot-
ers to “vote as they shot,” they were said to be “waving the 
bloody shirt.” They were cynically exploiting 360,000 per-
sonal tragedies for the sake of winning elections. 

The bloody shirt was a smear, but the tactic was tough 
for northern Democrats to answer. They could point out 
that a good many of those dead young men had been 
Democrats. That was true and reasoned, but it was also 
a purely defensive response of the sort that is rarely effec-
tive against visceral, emotion-laden attacks. In the presi-
dential election of 2004, several Vietnam veterans who 
had known Democratic candidate John Kerry in the war 
called him a coward and a fraud. In fact, Kerry had been 
decorated for bravery. He tried to ignore the groundless 
charges, but they were sensational; Kerry’s critics repeated 
them throughout the campaign.

Waving the bloody shirt was without substance too, but 
Republicans in difficult election contests inevitably resorted 
to it. Some were restrained, saying, for example, “Let your 
ballots protect the work so effectually done by your bayo-
nets at Gettysburg.” Others bordered on the hysterical.

The bloody shirt was more useful in some presidential 
campaigns than it was in others. With former Union gen-
erals as their candidates in 1868, 1872, and 1876, Repub-
lican orators waved it wildly. But the bloody shirt was less 
effective in 1880. Again the Republicans had a volunteer 
general as their candidate, James A. Garfield. However, 
his Democratic opponent, Winfield Scott Hancock, was a 
professional soldier who had played key roles in the battles 
of Fredericksburg, Antietam, Chancellorsville, Gettysburg, 
and before Richmond. Had he not been a Democrat, he 
would have been celebrated as a war hero in a class with 
Grant, Sherman, and Sheridan.

Nor was there much shirt waving in 1884. The Repub-
lican nominee, James G. Blaine, had paid a substitute to 
serve in the army in his place. But the bloody shirt had not 
been retired. In 1888, more than twenty years after the war, 
the Republican presidential candidate, Benjamin Harrison, 
assailed Grover Cleveland (who also had hired a substitute) 
for attempting to return captured battle flags to southern 
states and for vetoing veterans’ pension bills he found du-
bious. “I would a thousand times rather march under the 
bloody shirt,” Harrison said, “than march under the black 
flag of treason or the white flag of cowardly compromise.”

Waving the bloody shirt has been around as long as 
there have been politicians and dead soldiers and it is still 
with us. Lyndon B. Johnson and George W. Bush, presi-
dents who took the United States into unpopular wars, 
waved the bloody shirt, justifying continuing their wars 
by saying that the nation owed it to the soldiers who had 
already died in them.

The origin of the term “bloody shirt” to describe the 
technique is uncertain. It seems as if a Democratic party 
politician or journalist coined it. Despite Harrison’s em-
brace of the phrase, it was usually used in a derogatory 
sense. (Perhaps a Democrat familiar with Shakespeare’s 
Julius Caesar in which Marc Antony, in his famous “I come 
not to praise Caesar” speech, rouses the Roman crowd to 
a fury against Caesar’s assassins by waving the dictator’s 
blood-soaked toga as he spoke.) However, General James 
B. Weaver, a former Republican who, in 1892, ran against 
Benjamin Harrison as the Populist party’s presidential 
candidate, claimed that he had coined the phrase before 
the Civil War. Weaver had been an abolitionist when a 
proslavery mob brutally whipped an abolitionist minister. 
Weaver said that at a protest rally, he held up the man’s 
shirt and said, “Under this bloody shirt we propose to 
march to victory.”

How They Lived



The vice presidency was an honor he had never imagined 
possible, he said. Conkling sulked and snubbed Garfield 
when the candidate came to New York, hat in hand, to talk 
with him. But he did not fight when Arthur mobilized the 
Stalwart machine in New York.

Arthur’s hustling won the election for Garfield as surely as 
Aaron Burr won it for Jefferson in 1800. Had the Democratic 
candidate General Winfield Scott Hancock carried New 
York—he lost the state to Garfield very narrowly—he would 
have been elected. 

A Lust for Patronage
Garfi eld was intelligent; indeed, he was a scholar, as few pres-
idents have been. He read both Latin and Greek; he did a 
parlor trick in which he wrote in Latin with one hand and 
Greek in the other simultaneously. He would have graced any 
university that had him as its president. He had succeeded in 
politics, however, by being a pliant, party-line regular. Blaine, 
whom Garfi eld named secretary of state, was confi dent he 
would dominate the present. He commented privately that 
Garfi eld was “a big good-natured man that doesn’t appear to 
be oppressed by genius.” The day after the election, Blaine’s 

wife wrote to her daughter, “Your father and I have picked 
out Garfi eld’s cabinet for him.”

Garfield wanted to placate Roscoe Conkling too, but un-
like the ingratiating Blaine, he was imperious and bullying 
with the president. He demanded that Garfield turn the New 
York patronage over to him as Grant had done. Garfield was 
thick-skinned, but Conkling insulted him once too often. 
Instead of choosing as New York’s collector of customs a 
 Republican who was neither Stalwart nor Half-Breed (his 
initial impulse), Garfield did Blaine’s bidding and named an 
enemy of Conkling to the post. In protest, Conkling and his 
protégé, Thomas Platt, resigned their Senate seats. Their plan 
was to remind Garfield of their political power in New York 
by having the state legislature reelect them.

The lust for the patronage, from the top to the bottom, 
submerged the Garfield administration. “If all the reports 
are true,” the New York Times editorialized sarcastically, 
“Pres. Garfield’s Cabinet will contain about one hundred 
twenty-five persons.” In just the first week after he was nom-
inated, 200 people visited his home, at least half of them 
putting in bids for federal jobs. Between election day and 
his inauguration, Garfield was flooded daily with mail from 
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President Garfield did little in his short presidency but sit in his office interviewing Republicans asking for federal jobs. He had little time 
for any other work. Finally, on July 2, 1881, he broke away to join his wife for a mid-summer break. He was waiting to board a train in 
Washington when Charles Guiteau, a deranged religious fanatic who believed he was entitled to a consulate in Europe, shot him in the small 
of the back. The man assisting him is Secretary of State James G. Blaine, who had come to see him off. The assassin has been seized at the left. 
Garfield lingered for almost three months before dying in September.
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office seekers. A woman he knew casually—they attended 
the same church—wanted a job in the Cincinnati Post Of-
fice; when Garfield politely agreed to keep her in mind, she 
sat in his parlor for five hours, refusing to leave until he gave 
in. When, in March 1881, Garfield moved into the White 
House, he did little but see one applicant after another 
morning to night. The waiting room outside his office was 
crowded every day with people “lying in wait for me like 
vultures for a wounded bison.” He exclaimed to Blaine: “My 
God! What is there in this place that a man should ever want 
to get into it!”

Another Murdered President
Charles Guiteau sat in the president’s waiting room sev-
eral days each week. He managed to speak to the president 
several times, at fi rst requesting the consulate in Vienna, 
then deciding he would rather be consul in Paris. When he 
was not waiting to pounce on the president, he was button-
holing Blaine, Vice President Arthur, a vacationing Ulysses 
S. Grant, Senator Benjamin Harrison of Indiana, and other 
top Republicans, asking for their support and letters of 
 recommendation.

Guiteau was deranged. He described himself as an impor-
tant figure in the Stalwart machine. In fact, he was a pen-
niless ne’er-do-well (he survived in Washington by jumping 
from one boardinghouse to another without paying) with a 
history of attaching himself to fringe religious groups. He be-
lieved he was entitled to a consular appointment when he did 
not have the standing in the party to claim a post office job 
in the Dakotas. When he realized he was going nowhere and 
decided to kill Garfield, he believed that, after a few weeks 
in jail, he would be freed and honored by the new president, 
Chester Arthur. He actually scouted the accommodations at 
the Washington jail a week before he acted and told the jailer 
that they were “excellent.”

Guiteau shot Garfield in the back at point-blank range in 
the Washington railway station on July 2, 1881, shouting, “I 
am a Stalwart! Arthur is president!” Had it happened today, 
Garfield would have recovered. But with no means of locating 
the bullet except by probing Garfield’s wound, doctors could 
only guess where it was. (They were off by a full 12 inches.) 
Garfield lived in excruciating pain for eleven weeks, wasting 
away from 200 pounds to 130. He died from infection on 
September 19.

Guiteau should have been acquitted as insane, even under 
the strict definition of insanity in American law. But the 
country’s shock was too great for that—two presidents mur-
dered in sixteen years; he was hanged, shouting “Bound for 
glory! I’m bound for glory!” as the trap door opened.

Civil Service Reform
The assassination wrote an end to Roscoe Conkling’s politi-
cal career. The New York legislature defi antly refused to send 
him and Platt back to the Senate. The backlash to Garfi eld’s 
murder also resulted in Congress’s hurried enactment of the 
Pendleton Act of 1883, a bill that would not have reached 
the fl oor a year earlier. The Pendleton Act established a Civil 

Service Commission which was instructed to draw up and 
administer examinations for applicants for some low-level 
government jobs. Once in these “civil service” positions, em-
ployees could not be fi red simply because the political party 
to which they belonged lost power.

President Arthur put only 10 percent of 131,000 gov-
ernment workers on the civil service list. However, the 
 Pendleton Act authorized future presidents to add job 
classifications to the civil service. Because the presidency 
changed hands between the two parties every four years 
between 1883 and 1897, each outgoing president added 
jobs to the list—hurried their appointees through the 
 undemanding examination—thus protecting them from 
dismissal. By 1897, 41 percent of 256,000 government em-
ployees were civil service. 

(The percentage peaked in 1970 at 90 percent. It has de-
clined since to less than 50 percent largely because, in 1971, 
Post Office Department employees became employees of the 
Postal Service, which is not covered by civil service law.)

The Pendleton Act also abolished assessments. That is, the 
parties were forbidden to require members holding govern-
ment jobs to donate a percentage of their salaries to political 
campaign funds. An unforeseen consequence of the reform 
was that both parties turned to rich businessmen and other 
special interests to finance them.

1884: Blaine versus Cleveland
Chester A. Arthur, his enemies said, was president illegally. 
They claimed that he was born not in Fairfi eld, Vermont, as 
he said, but in a cabin a few miles north—in Canada. How-
ever that may have been, the urbane and elegant Arthur, re-
splendent in his New York wardrobe compared to the gray 
look favored by Republican politicians, amazed everyone 
with his dignity as president and by doing a very good job. 
He remained personally loyal to Conkling. He twice offered 
him a seat on the Supreme Court, once as chief justice. He 
tried to woo the Half-Breeds by deferring to Secretary of 
State James G. Blaine’s judgment in foreign affairs and ap-
pointing members of Blaine’s faction to high positions. But 
Blaine rebuffed him as he had abandoned Hayes. He resigned 
from the cabinet to compete with Arthur for the Republican 
presidential nomination in 1884. With Conkling retired to a 
lucrative law practice, Blaine won it easily. 

New York state was, as in 1880, the key to the election. When 
the Democrats nominated New York’s governor,  Grover 

Idealists
Although he is chiefly remembered for his unreserved party 
loyalty and use of the patronage, Roscoe Conkling remained 
truer to radical Republican ideals than other Republicans. 
Until his death in 1888, Conkling’s top-drawer law firm in New 
York City, on his instructions, took cases from poor African 
Americans at nominal or no cost. Chester A. Arthur was himself 
a former abolitionist who, before his election as vice president, 
had provided legal service gratis to African Americans.



Cleveland, things did not look good for the Republicans. Re-
publican reformers, genteel and upper class, announced they 
would support Cleveland. He had a spotless record while 
Blaine had been caught in lies about a dubious railroading 
deal early in his career. Blaine’s supporters sarcastically called 
them Mugwumps, supposedly an Algonkian Indian word for 
“big chief” or “big shot,” a reference to their often pompous 
self-righteousness. (They described themselves as men “who 
need nothing and want nothing from government except the 
satisfaction of using their talents.”)

Blaine expected to compensate for the Mugwump defec-
tion and more by cutting into New York City’s large Irish 
Catholic vote which was usually Democratic. Blaine’s mother 
was a Catholic; a sister was a nun. And he campaigned hard, 
making several hundred speeches, mostly in New York. Then 
Republicans broke the news that Cleveland was supporting 
an illegitimate child he had fathered in Buffalo. “Ma, Ma, 
Where’s my Pa?,” Republicans chanted, “Gone to the White 
House, Ha, ha, ha.”

Little Things Decide Great Elections
Then, days before the election, Blaine blundered. Forgetting 
how Grant damaged himself by consorting with Jim Fisk 
and Jay Gould, Blaine dined with a gaggle of millionaires in 
 Delmonico’s, the most regal restaurant in New York City. It was 
not a good idea when he was courting the votes of working-
class Irishmen. At another dinner, apparently dozing, Blaine 
made no comment when a Presbyterian minister,  Samuel 
Burchard, denounced the Democrats as the party of “rum, 
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Shocking
Electricity was installed in the White House in 1890. But 
President Harrison and his wife were terrified of the light 
switches; they would not touch them. Servants turned the 
lights on in the evening. During the day, the entire system 
was closed down.

A masterpiece of the political cartoonist’s art. Astonishingly, it was drawn overnight., Days before the presidential election of 1884, 
Republican candidate James G. Blaine (center) dined with New York’s most notorious millionaires. (Jay Gould is to Blaine’s right, 
William Vanderbilt to his left.) No reporter could have made the political hay of Blaine’s stupidity was this picture did. Blaine is 
depicted as Belshazzar, the dissolute king of Babylon who, in the biblical book of Daniel, loses his throne and his life because he served 
wine to his guests in the sacred gold goblets of the enslaved Hebrews.
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romanism, and rebellion,” that is, the party of the saloon, the 
Roman Catholic church, and the Confederacy.

This was garden-variety Republican sloganeering in 
 Bangor, Maine, or Moline, Illinois. But this was New York City 
where Blaine was wooing Irish Catholic voters— successfully, 
reporters said. When Democratic newspapers plastered 
Burchard’s insult across their front pages, Blaine rushed to 
express his distaste for Burchard’s sentiment. But the dam-
age was done. Irish voters trundled back into the Democratic 
column and blizzards upstate snowed in many Republican 
voters. New York state gave Cleveland a majority and its elec-
toral votes gave him the election. (Actually, Blaine could have 
won anyway had he carried Indiana plus either Connecticut 
or New Jersey, but he did not.)

In 1888, it was Cleveland who was undone by a trivial inci-
dent. A Republican newspaperman, posing as an English-born 
naturalized American citizen, wrote to the British minister in 
Washington asking which of the two candidates, Cleveland or 
Benjamin Harrison of Indiana, would make the better presi-
dent from the British point of view. Foolishly, the minister 
replied that Cleveland was better disposed toward British 
interests. The Republican press immediately labeled Cleve-
land the British candidate and thousands of Irish Democrats, 
 reflexively hostile to anything Great Britain favored, voted 
 Republican. Harrison won New York and the presidency.

ISSUES
There were concrete issues at stake in national politics but, 
with the exception of the tariff, they were not clear-cut parti-
san issues with Republicans lined up on one side and Demo-
crats on the other. Even the remnants of the Reconstruction 
question, whether or not the federal government should 
protect the civil rights of African Americans in the South, 

ceased to be a party question as increasing numbers of Re-
publicans abandoned the party’s commitment to blacks.

The Tariff
Growers of staple crops inclined to favor a low tariff. Corn and 
wheat were produced so cheaply in the United States that they 
undersold domestically grown grain in European countries—
if those countries did not levy high duties on American food-
stuffs to retaliate against high American tariffs on their manu-
factured products. Farmers resented the fact that the prices of 
just about everything they bought, from shoes to agricultural 
machinery, were artifi cially propped up by the protective tar-
iff. The interest of agriculturalists in reducing import duties 
made the Democratic party, with its powerful southern agrar-
ian contingent, the low-tariff party. Manufacturers, of course, 
wanted to increase their profi ts by taxing their foreign (mostly 
British) competitors out of the American market.

In the late nineteenth century, high-tariff interests had their 
way. After bobbing up and down from a low of 40 percent of 
the value of all imported goods (by no means a low tariff) to 
a high of 47 percent, rates were increased to 50 percent in the 
McKinley Tariff of 1890. That is, on average, imported shoes, 
cloth, iron tools, machinery were slapped with a tax equiva-
lent to half of its value. A steel manufacturer like Andrew 
Carnegie, who produced rails for railroads so cheaply he 
won big contracts for them in free-trade Great Britain, could 
hike the price at which he sold rails to American railroads far 
higher than he needed to make a good profit.

When a depression followed quickly on the McKinley  Tariff, 
Grover Cleveland and the Democrats campaigned against 
high rates. Cleveland won the election of 1892. ( William 
McKinley lost his seat in the House of Representatives.) 
Congress enacted the Wilson-Gorman tariff which lowered 
duties to an average of 39 percent.

A greenback or, as they were also called, a “legal tender.” The federal government issued $33 million in greenbacks during the Civil 
War. They were legal tender in private transactions but, because they were not, like bank notes, redeemable in gold and silver coin, 
businessmen discounted them, even in small transactions. Nevertheless, farmers and some workingmen associated the abundant 
currency with prosperity; they tried to keep the greenbacks in circulation. Bankers, however, wanted no part of a wildly fluctuating 
currency and they called the shots in Washington. By the 1880s, the legal tenders had been retired from circulation.
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Money
The issue of money—the nature of money—was a divisive 
issue throughout the late nineteenth century, but not on party 
lines. There were Democrats and Republicans on both sides 
of the question and, briefl y, a single issue third party that won 
the allegiance of politicians from both major parties.

The controversy had its roots in the $433 million in legal 
tenders greenbacks the federal government issued during the 
Civil War to help finance the fighting. Greenbacks were gov-
ernment money. They were not redeemable at face value in 
gold coin as bank notes were so their purchasing power fluc-
tuated. When the war was going badly, the greenbacks were 
discounted. It might take $7 or $8 in greenbacks to buy what 
a $5 gold piece or five silver dollars bought. In 1870, the 
Central Pacific railroad served meals to travelers for a dollar 
if a diner paid with a greenback, 75¢ if he paid with coin.

Bankers wanted nothing to do with a paper currency that 
fluctuated. They did not want borrowers paying back loans 
in money that was worth less than the money they had bor-
rowed. Their ideal was the gold standard that Great Britain 
had adopted in 1844, making the British pound sterling the 
standard in international financial transactions. Every bill 
 issued by the Bank of England was “as good as gold” at the 
ratio of £1 to 7.32 grams of gold. Unlike greenbacks, the value 
of gold was stable. The world supply of the metal was finite 
and, despite the many new discoveries of the era, it increased 
more slowly than the economy grew.

After the war, the federal government began to retire the 
greenbacks. When they flowed into the treasury in payment 
of taxes, they were destroyed and not replaced in circula-
tion. By the spring of 1868, $48 million of the $433 million 
in greenbacks had been retired. The result was deflation, a 
contraction of the amount of money in circulation. Wages 
dropped; so did prices, including the prices at which farmers 
sold their crops and livestock. In October, rattled by protests 
by their constituents, Congress ordered the Treasury Depart-
ment to stop retiring the bills.

In 1875, federal policy changed again. The Grant admin-
istration announced that for each new $100 in gold notes 
that banks issued, the government would retire $80 in green-
backs. The result was an increased deflation. Between 1865 

and 1878, the amount of all kinds of money in circulation 
in the United States shrank from $1.08 billion to $773 mil-
lion. In 1865 there had been $31.18 in circulation for every 
American; in 1878 there was but $16.25.

The tightening of the money supply hit debtors hard, small 
manufacturers, and especially farmers. They had borrowed 
heavily to expand their factories and to buy land and agri-
cultural machinery when the greenbacks were  plentiful—
when the currency was inflated. It was unjust, they argued, 
that they should have to pay off their debts in much more 
valuable gold. For a farmer, a $1,000 loan taken out during 
the 1860s represented 1,200 bushels of grain. By 1880, when 
many farmers were still making mortgage payments, $1,000 
represented 2,300 bushels. They had to produce twice as 
much to repay each dollar they had  borrowed.

The Greenback Labor Party
In 1876, the Greenback Labor party was founded on the prin-
ciple that the federal government should manage the supply 
of money in circulation by issuing enough greenbacks to en-
sure that debtors were not gouged. The party chose as its pres-
idential candidate the 85-year-old Peter Cooper, still famous 
as the man who built the fi rst American steam locomotive 
and, later, as an exemplary employer and as a philanthropist.

Cooper made a poor showing. However, in the congres-
sional race of 1878, the Greenbackers elected a dozen con-
gressmen who were joined by a good many Republicans and 
Democrats in their calls for government-managed inflation. 
But President Hayes was as conservative as Grant in his mon-
etary policy and the retirement of the greenbacks proceeded 
apace. By 1880, they had practically disappeared, but the 
Greenback Labor party was still alive. It nominated a Civil 
War general from Iowa, James B. Weaver, to run for presi-
dent. Weaver won 309,000 votes, a lot but not enough to af-
fect the electoral vote count in any state. In 1884, Benjamin J. 
Butler of Massachusetts led the Greenback ticket. He won a 
third of the votes Weaver had. 

The Greenback party was dead, but the demand to in-
flate the currency was not. Within a decade American poli-
tics would be turned upside down by inflationists who had 
turned to the coinage of silver in their war against the gold 
standard and the bankers.
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Chapter 26

This movement was the origin of the whole system of modern economic 
administration. It has revolutionized the way of doing business all over the world. 
The time was ripe for it. It had to come, though all we saw at the moment was the 
need to save ourselves from wasteful conditions. . . . The day of the combination is 
here to stay. Individualism has gone, never to return.

—John D. Rockefeller

I
n 1876, Americans celebrated a hundred years of in-
dependence. The birthday party—the Centennial 
 Exposition—was held in Philadelphia where the Decla-
ration of Independence had been signed. It was a roar-
ing success. It was estimated that one American in fifteen 

visited the fair, an extraordinary statistic when long-distance 
travel was a trying experience. The show was worth it. Sprawl-
ing over the hills of Fairmount Park, housed in more than 200 
structures, the great show dazzled visitors with its displays of 
American history and American products.

The emphasis was on the products and the processes by 
which they were made. The heart and soul of the fair was 
not the hallowed Declaration of Independence, although it 
was there, but Machinery Hall, a building that covered 20 
acres and housed the latest American inventions and tech-
nological improvements from the typewriter and telephone 
to new kinds of looms and lathes. And there was a dizzying 
variety of agricultural machines—an American specialty—
 bewildering to city folk but understood perfectly by the 
farmers who attended.

The centerpiece of Machinery Hall—it towered over every-
thing, five times the height of a man—was the largest steam 
engine ever built (or that ever would be built), the “Giant 

Corliss.” Smoking, hissing, rumbling, clanking, chugging, 
and gleaming in enamel, nickel plate, brass, chrome, and 
copper, the monster powered every machine in the build-
ing through 75 miles of shafts and leather belts spinning on 
pulleys. When President Grant officially opened the fair by 
throwing the switch on the Giant Corliss, setting Machinery 
Hall in motion, he proclaimed without need of a speech that 
Americans were not just free and independent, but also that 
they had hitched their destiny to machines that made and 
moved goods quickly, cheaply, and in astonishing quantities. 
“It is in these things of iron and steel that the national genius 
most freely speaks.”

A BLESSED LAND
Between 1865 and 1900, the population of the United States 
more than doubled from 36 million to 76 million. Wealth 
grew six times over. At the end of the Civil War, the nation’s 
annual production of goods was valued at $2 billion. It in-
creased to $13 billion by 1900.

Even in 1860, the United States ranked fourth among in-
dustrial nations with more than 100,000 factories capital-
ized at $1 billion. But the United States was not a fraction as 
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By 1900, however, $10 billion had been invested in facto-
ries, and 5 million people worked in industrial jobs. Early 
in the 1890s, American industrial production surpassed 
Great Britain’s, making the United States the world’s premier 
industrial power. By 1914, fully 46 percent of the world’s 
industrial and mining economy was American, more than 
the combined economies of Germany and Great Britain, the 
world’s second and third industrial countries.

An Embarrassment of Riches
Viewed from the twenty-fi rst century, this success story 
seems to have been as predestined as John Winthrop’s throne 
in paradise. The ingredients that went into the making of an 
industrial giant were heaped upon the United States in an 
abundance no other country has enjoyed.

The United States was rich in capital. Once the Union 
victory in 1865 assured foreign investors that the federal 
government was stable and in charge of the whole country, 
the pounds, guilders, and francs rolled in from abroad too. 
Investments were safe as well as lucrative. By 1900, more 
than $3.4 billion in foreign money was fueling the American 
economy. Americans had to divert only 11 to 14 percent of 
their national income into industrial growth, compared with 
20 percent in Great Britain half a century earlier and in the 
Soviet Union half a century later. The pains of industrializa-
tion were not negligible in the United States, but they hurt 
less than they did in other industrializing nations. Americans 
sacrificed less for the sake of a more abundant future than 
the British, Russians, French, Belgians, Dutch, and Japanese 
did, and as the Chinese are doing today.

The United States drew from a labor pool that was literate and 
skilled at one end and unlimited in numbers at the other. The 
American farm had a surplus of often mechanically  inclined 
young men to fill skilled industrial jobs. Unlike Asian or Eu-
ropean peasants suspicious of ways of doing things differently 
from those that had been handed down to them,  American 
farmers had always been quick to embrace new techniques. 
In 1854, an Englishman observed, “there is not a working boy 
of average ability in the New England states, at least, who has 
not an idea of some mechanical invention or improvement in 
manufactures.” In the final decades of the nineteenth century, 

 industrial and urban as Great Britain, which imported much 
of the food to feed its population. More than 70 percent of 
the American people were farmers or lived in small towns that 
serviced farmers. In 1860, just over a million people worked 
in industrial jobs. Because many of them were women and 
children who did not vote, factory workers were an inconse-
quential political force. Even in 1876, it was plausible to call 
the United States “a farmer’s country.”
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Inventions and Innovations 1869–1896

1872 Vanderbilt consolidates New York Central

1873 Carnegie begins construction of Homestead plant

Great Northern completed  1893

1870 United States adopts time zones

1869 First transcontinental railroad complete; Westinghouse patents air brake

1876 Bell demonstrates telephone; Edison establishes research laboratory

1877 Edison invents phonograph

1879  Edison perfects electric lightbulb; Standard Oil trust organized

1882 First electric company in New York

American industrialization rested upon the world’s greatest 
agricultural base. Farmers produced foodstuffs for factory workers 
so cheap that while dollars were annually harder to earn, their real 
wages—purchasing power—increased. Exported wheat was so 
inexpensive that, by the end of the century, a shopper in Warsaw could 
buy it for less than the cost of Polish wheat grown 50 miles away. That 
provided capital. Raw cotton was no longer the king of American 
exports, but American cloth was competitive with British fabric.



those boys and the children of those boys packed up in large 
numbers to fill “mechanical” jobs paying good wages in the 
towns and cities. If the older generation was more inclined to 
stay down home, even their heads were turned by labor-saving 
farm machines displayed at county fairs.

During the same half century, Europe’s population un-
derwent a spurt of growth with which European agriculture 
could not keep pace. Cheap American foodstuffs began to 
undersell peasant-grown crops all over Europe, helping to 
impoverish further people whose less numerous forebears 
had lived adequately well on the same land. Millions emi-
grated to the United States to fill low-paying, unskilled jobs 
that industrialization created in ever greater numbers.

A Land of Plenty
The United States was blessed as no other country with the 
natural resources essential to industrialization. Its vast and 
productive agricultural base produced more cheap food than 
the population could consume, steadily reducing the cost 
of living. In the nineteenth century, North America’s forests 
seemed inexhaustible. Wanderers in the mountains and des-
erts, fi rst by accident, than as professional “prospectors,” dis-
covered deposits of gold, silver, semiprecious metals like cop-
per; and—less romantic but nonetheless essential—plenty of 
dross ranging from phosphates to gravel. Only a few useful 
minerals were not found in abundance in the United States, 
and they could be imported from Canada and Latin America. 

Iron and coal were the building blocks of nineteenth-
century industrialization. The gray-green mountains of 
 Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and Kentucky were virtually 
made of coal, the indispensable fuel of the age of steam. In 
the Marquette range of Michigan’s upper peninsula, discov-
ered in the 1840s, was a 150-foot deep vein of iron ore that 
was 60 percent iron and extended 100 miles. In 1890, just as 

Michigan iron seemed no longer up to supplying the nation’s 
needs, the Mesabi range of Minnesota was opened. It yielded 
even richer ore in greater quantity than any other iron de-
posit in the world.

The ever-growing American population was a huge, ready-
made market for mass-produced goods. And thanks to the 
spirit of Alexander Hamilton and Henry Clay as preserved in 
the Republican party, and thanks to the Civil War triumph 
over southern agrarianism, industrial entrepreneurs found 
helpful partners in the federal and state governments.

Yankee Ingenuity
Abraham Lincoln (who himself owned a patent) observed 
that Americans have “a perfect rage for the new.” An Eng-
lish visitor to the Centennial Exposition wrote, “As the Greek 
sculpted, as the Venetian painted, the American mechanizes.” 
Actually, the invention that turned the most heads at the fair, 
the telephone, was the creation of a Scotsman who came to 
the United States via Canada, Alexander Graham Bell. Visi-
tors to Bell’s exhibit at the exposition picked up the odd-
looking devices he had set up and, alternately amused and 
amazed, chatted through them with companions elsewhere 
in the exhibit. Young men dropped a hint of what was to 
come when they “rang up” young ladies standing across from 
them, casually striking up conversations that would have 
been rebuffed as improper had the young men approached 
the girls in person.

Bell might easily have invented the telephone in Scotland. 
But if he had, it was only in the United States that he could so 
quickly parley his idea into the gigantic enterprise it became 
within his lifetime, the American Telephone and Telegraph 
Company. Guglielmo Marconi, the Italian inventor of wire-
less (radio) and Nicholas Tesla, a Serbian who was perhaps 
the greatest inventive genius of the era, both relocated to the 
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Clouded Crystal Balls
Incompetent business executives are not 
unique to our times. The fabulous success 
of American technology can obscure the 
fact that technological innovators often 
faced the disinterest of torpid-brained 
businessmen and government officials. In 
1845, the Postmaster General passed on an 
opportunity to purchase the patent for the 
telegraph for $100,000 because “under any 
rate of postage that could be adopted, its 
revenues could [not] be made equal to its 
expenditures.” Within ten years, Western 
Union was one of the most profitable 
American businesses. In 1876, Western 
Union’s president turned down Alexander 
Graham Bell’s offer to sell the rights to the 
telephone. He said, “What use could this 
company make of an electrical toy?”

In 1907, a businessman told broadcasting 
pioneer, Lee De Forest, that “all the radio 
. . . apparatus that the country will ever 
need” would fit in a single room. In 1985 
there were 500 million radio receivers 
in the United States. In 1926, De Forest 
said of television that “commercially and 
financially I consider it an impossibility, 
a development of which we need waste 
little time dreaming.” Every day in the 
United States Americans buy 50,000 
TV sets. 

The phonograph’s inventor, Thomas 
Edison, said it was “not of any commercial 
value.”  David Sarnoff, who seized on radio, 
the phonograph, and television, tried to 
sabotage FM radio after he had blundered 
by refusing to finance the research that 
developed it. 

The president of IBM laughed at the 
preposterous idea of a “personal computer.” 
Apple, a company started in a garage, 
developed the first. Valued at $5,309 in 1977, 
Apple was worth $1.8 billion three years 
later. Apple permitted a former employee 
named Bill Gates to copy some features 
of its MacIntosh computer in return for a 
worthless marketing concession. Gates 
developed the look-alike “Windows” 
platform. Today, less than 10 percent of 
American personal computers are Apples; 
the rest run Windows.

Windows made Gates “the richest man 
in the world” but only because, when 
he concluded he had wasted his time 
developing it and offered the platform to IBM 
for $1 million (lunch money), the corporation’s 
top executives turned him down.
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United States. As a writer in the Saturday Evening Post put it at 
the end of the century, “The United States is the only country 
in the world in which inventors form a distinct  profession. . . . 
With us, inventors have grown into a large class. Laboratories 
. . . have sprung up almost everywhere, and today there is no 
great manufacturing concern that has not in its employ one 
or more men of whom nothing is expected except the bring-
ing out of improvements in machinery and methods.”

The Telephone
Bell was a teacher of the deaf who was tinkering with a me-
chanical hearing aid when he realized that if he linked two 
of his experimental devices by wire, he could transmit voice 
over distance. After failing to sell his invention to Western 
Union (the telegraph giant), he found the capital to set up 
a pilot company in New York. Telephones were an immedi-
ate success in business as well as in middle-and upper-class 
residences. President Hayes installed a telephone in the White 
House in 1878. By 1880, only four years after Americans fi rst 
heard of the thing, 50,000 of them were paying monthly 
fees to hear it jangle on their walls and jumping up to chat 

about—whatever. By 1890, there were 800,000 phones in 
the United States. By 1900, 1.5 million people in even small 
towns knew all about exchanges, party lines, and operators.

The first phone systems were strictly local, for commu-
nication within a city or town. The telegraph remained the 
medium for long-distance communication. By 1892, how-
ever, the larger eastern and midwestern cities were linked 
by a long-distance network. Even some rambunctious little 
western desert communities noted in their slim directories 
that “you can now talk to San Francisco with ease from our 
downtown office.” 

Instantaneous give-and-take communication was invalu-
able to businessmen. For getting things done, talking on 
the telephone was as superior to exchanging telegrams as 
telegrams had been better than an exchange of letters. And 
phone conversations were safely confidential. They gener-
ated no written records as letters did. They did not have to 
be put into code as was essential with sensitive telegrams, 
which passed through the hands of telegraphers, who (some 
of them) knew there might be a tidy payoff somewhere if 
they pocketed copies of important messages.

The first telephone operators were teenaged boys. Bell fired the lot of them when, to amuse one another, a major activity of adolescent 
boys, they made sarcastic remarks to callers. The result was an unforeseen employment opportunity for young working-class women. They 
gladly obeyed instructions to be polite and deferential no matter how disagreeable customers were. They worked twelve-hour shifts but it 
was clean “shirtwaist work” that required no special education beyond good manners.
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The Wizard of Menlo Park
Bell was lionized. Thomas Alva Edison was virtually deifi ed. 
Written off in boyhood as a dunce, Edison was bewildered 
only by people who pursued knowledge for its own sake. 
He was the ultimate, practical, money-minded American 
 tinkerer who, when he saw a need which people would pay to 
have fi lled, went to work on it. Often preoccupied and quite 
deaf, he was abrupt to the point of rudeness. Edison struck 
some businessmen as unscrupulous; in 1877, the president 
of Western Union remarked, “that young man has a vacuum 
where his conscience ought to be.”

To the public, however, Edison was a great benefactor. 
People admired him not only because of his inventions that 
changed their lives, but also because of his gruff “just folks” 
anti-intellectual explanations of how he worked. When he 
was called a genius, he replied that genius was 1 percent in-
spiration and 99 percent perspiration. Ordinary Americans 
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liked that. In Edison’s case, it was largely true. He went to 
work each morning at the world’s first research and develop-
ment laboratory in Menlo Park, New Jersey—if he had not 
spent the night there—and supervised as many as twenty 

Persistence
Cyrus Field was intrigued with the idea of 
laying a telegraph cable across the Atlantic 
between Great Britain and the United States. 
The shortest run for the cable was between 
Ireland and Newfoundland which were 
already connected by wire to London and 
New York.

The first problem was to design a cable 
strong enough that it would not break from 
its own weight when being lowered to the 
ocean floor and insulated so that seawater 
could not penetrate to the transmission 
wires and short them. In 1857, just three 
years after conceiving his scheme, Field 
began laying a cable, but it broke. The 

next year, with a strengthened design, he 
made the crossing. The cable worked for 
three weeks, then went dead. The gutta-
percha insulation had failed.

The Civil War put Field’s project on 
hold, but he was ready to try again in 
1865. Field chartered the largest ship in 
the world, the British Great Eastern. It 
was an engineering marvel at 700 feet 
long and 120 feet across the beam. It had 
never been properly used. With a crew of 
2,000 and able to carry 4,000 passengers, 
it should have been used on long runs such 
as Britain to Australia. Instead, the Great
Eastern’s owners put it on the Atlantic run, 
where the costs of operating it made it a 

poor competitor with ships of conventional 
size.

Cyrus Field wanted it for one trans-
Atlantic crossing, but he exploited its 
size to convert it into a cable factory. 
Instead of laying cable made on land, 
which required splicings—weak points by 
definition—the cable was manufactured 
in one continuous length aboard the 
Great Eastern as it was reeled out. Not 
quite one continuous length as it turned 
out. The cable broke but, miraculously, in 
mid-ocean, the loose end was retrieved, 
hauled aboard, and spliced. In 1866, Old 
World and New World could communicate 
instantaneously.

Edison’s Oddest Invention
Alexander Graham Bell invented the telephone, but Thomas 
Edison came up with the word Americans say when they 
answer a call—“Hello!” Bell liked the nautical term “Ahoy!” 
Others suggested “What is wanted?” and “Are you ready 
to talk?” Other nations adopted a variety of salutations. In 
Great Britain, people answer the phone by giving their phone 
number (which disposed of “wrong numbers” right away). In 
Italy, one utters an abrupt but to the point pronto!, “Ready!.” 

Edison suggested an archaic English word hunters used to 
hail others at a distance, “Halloo!” As “Hello!,” his nomination 
was adopted in the summer of 1877. By 1880, it was widely 
enough known that Mark Twain could use it in a story without 
fear of bewildering readers. In A Connecticut Yankee in King 
Arthur’s Court, published in 1889, operators were known as 
“Hello Girls.”

Thomas Edison was celebrated even as a young man for his 
ingenious and innovative inventions. He founded the world’s first 
“R&D” laboratory at Menlo Park and, later, Orange, New Jersey. 
Edison was not as good a businessman as he was a technician, 
and he stubbornly refused the take the advice of men who 
knew better. He clung to outdated technologies because he had 
developed them so that others, who built on his inventions (like 
the phonograph) made far more money from them than he.
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“mechanically-minded young men” to discover by trial and 
error experimentation the solution he defined for them. And 
he was usually by their side at the work bench.

Edison took out more than a thousand patents between 
1876 and 1900. Some were seedbeds for entirely new indus-
tries: the storage battery and the motion picture projector, 
for example. Most were for improvements to existing ma-
chines and processes, commissioned by nuts-and-bolts 
manufacturers who needed to straighten out kinks in their 
 processes. Some were improvements on the inventions of 
others.  Alexander Graham Bell himself turned to Edison for 
help with a transmitter that had him stumped. 

At least one invention was, despite Edison’s disdain for 
pointless tinkering, the fruit of just fooling around: the phono-
graph.  At first, Edison dismissed the invention as useless. How-
ever, when others began to exploit the commercial possibilities 
of recorded sound—music for sale—Edison set up a company 
to make and sell phonographs and mass-produced recordings. 
(They were wax-covered cylinders, not the “platters” that even-
tually proved to be a technology better than Edison’s.)

The Light Bulb
Edison’s most famous invention, the incandescent light bulb, 
was actually a perfection of a patent he had purchased. The 
goal was to convert electricity into stable, safe, controllable 
illumination. In the 1870s, the poor still extended the day with 
candles. More and more Americans were bringing light to the 
night with kerosene lamps. (The whale oil lamp was gone; the 
world’s whales had been overhunted before the Civil War.) 
Many cities illuminated their busiest streets by pumping gas 
to street lamps; the well-to-do had gaslight in their homes, as 
did some nighttime businesses like hotels. A few cities were 
experimenting with electric arc lighting on streets.

But arc light was far too harsh and too noisy for use indoors 
and it required extremely high voltage; the lights were dan-
gerous and had to be suspended high on buildings and poles. 
Gas lamps on streets had to be individually ignited each eve-
ning and extinguished each morning. Inside buildings, gas 
lamps, when carelessly used, caused many fires, especially in 
hotels. Whether because of ignorance, forgetfulness, or too 
much to drink, men and women blew out the flame (as they 
would extinguish a kerosene lamp) instead of turning off the 
gas valve; half an hour later, the gas having filled the room, 
someone decided to smoke a cigar and . . . . 

Edison and others knew that in a vacuum within a trans-
lucent glass ball, an electrically charged filament glowed. The 
challenge was to find a filament that would burn brightly 
enough long enough that the price of the “bulb” was worth 
spending. Edison’s laboratory tested 6,000 different fibers 
before it found one (a carbonized Japanese bamboo) that 
glowed brightly for 40 hours. By the time he patented the 
incandescent light bulb, Edison had extended the lifetime of 
a bulb to 170 hours.

Financier J. P. Morgan (who loathed the telephone; he 
shouted at it angrily when he had no choice but to use it) was 
fascinated by electric lighting. His home and bank in New 
York were among the first electrically illuminated buildings 

in the United States. Naturally, Morgan wanted a piece of the 
commercial action too, and he got it.

The incandescent bulb succeeded as dramatically as the 
telephone. From a modest start in New York in 1882 (about 
eighty customers), Edison’s invention spread so quickly that 
by 1900, more than 3,000 towns and cities were electrically 
illuminated. Within a few more years, gaslight in homes 
largely disappeared and the kerosene lantern survived only 
on farms or as backups when the power went out.

Westinghouse and the Air Brake
George Westinghouse was not as versatile an inventor as Edison, 
although he proved to be a far better businessman. His great in-
vention was a system for bringing long trains to a safe stop: the 
air brake. Previously, locomotives and the cars they pulled each 
had brakes, mechanical friction devices that were individually 
operated by brakemen. It was a dangerous job, hopping from 
car to car on a moving train, but the brakes worked well enough 
when a train was making a scheduled stop. Well before arriving 
at a depot, the brakeman, who rode in the caboose at the end of 
the train, applied its brake, then the brake on the next car for-
ward, and so on.  This created a drag on the locomotive so that 
the train had slowed to a crawl when it reached the station.

The problem was emergency stops. When, without any 
preliminary braking at the rear of the train, the engineer 
tried to stop quickly because there was another train or a 
herd of cattle on the track or a bridge was washed out, the 
momentum of dozens of unbraked cars piled them up in 
catastrophic wrecks. Thousands of passengers and railroad 
workers were killed in emergency stops every year.

At age 22, just out of the Union army, Westinghouse solved the 
problem. He equipped each car on a train with brakes operated 
pneumatically—by compressed air forced through hoses run-
ning car to car. Even the most frantic of stops started the brak-
ing at the rear, moving forward like a brakeman, so that there 
was no pileup. Westinghouse patented the air brake in 1869. By 
1880, all the nation’s major railroads had installed them.

AC/DC
During the 1880s, Westinghouse turned his attention to a 
problem that Edison had shrugged off, the effi cient trans-
mission of electricity from generator to consumers. Edison 
used direct current(DC). DC voltage was low so it was com-
paratively safe. However, it could be transmitted only short 
distances with numerous homes drawing power through 
expensive copper cables several inches in diameter. In large 
cities, this meant building a good many generating plants—
usually coal burning. That was expensive.

Alternating current (AC) could be transmitted 25 to 30 miles 
in the 1880s, theoretically many times that distance, making it 
cheaper to produce than DC. Westinghouse was introduced to 
its possibilities by a brilliant if somewhat unbalanced  Serbian 
immigrant, Nikola Tesla, who had briefly worked with  Edison. 
When Tesla and Edison quarreled about the usefulness of AC, 
Westinghouse hired Tesla and bought his patents.

The catch was that AC was transmitted at extremely high 
voltage. Edison tried to frighten the public away from it with 
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a clever but unsuccessful campaign. He publicly electrocuted 
animals, including an elephant, with AC and persuaded New 
York State to adopt the AC electric chair to execute murder-
ers. (New York was the first state to adopt “the chair.”)

Westinghouse and Tesla countered by stringing their 
transmission wires on high towers and perfecting a trans-
former that stepped down the voltage for safe use in factories 
and homes. AC became the standard after Westinghouse won 
two high-profile contracts: electrifying the Columbian Ex-
position in Chicago in 1893 and, in 1896, the electrification 
of Buffalo, New York (then one of the country’s ten largest 
cities) with power generated at Niagara Falls 20 miles away. 

CONQUERING THE WIDE-OPEN
SPACES
The single great impediment to developing a national 
 industrial economy in the United States was the size of the 
country. No point in England is farther than 20 miles from 
a  navigable river. The only signifi cant mountains in Great 
Britain are on the fringes, in Scotland and Wales. In the 
 eighteenth century, the British began to build a network of 
canals that crisscrossed the country. Cheaply and effi ciently, 
manufacturers could assemble iron, coal, and the other ma-
terials needed for manufacture—and to dispatch their prod-
ucts to a national market and to ports for shipment abroad. 
Transportation costs were negligible.

The steam-powered railroad was an English invention. 
But the United States was the country that exploited it to the 

fullest. Within a few years of the first run of the Rocket in 
England, the United States had laid more miles of track than 
the British had. The railroad was invaluable in Great Britain; 
it was essential in America where vast distances and a rugged 
topography limited the utility of canals.

The Eastern Trunk Lines
By the end of the Civil War, there were 35,000 miles of rail-
road track in the United States, but only a few “systems.” In 
the former Confederacy, there had been 400 independent 
railroad companies with an average track run of 40 miles. 
It was possible to ship a cargo from St. Louis to Atlanta by 
any of twenty different routes with many interruptions be-
cause few railroad companies linked up with others. Goods 
shipped long distances—salt pork from Chicago to Boston, 
for instance—were carried in stages by lines independent 
of one another. At each point of transfer, the barrels had to 
be unloaded at one railroad’s terminal (hand labor added 
to costs), carted across town by horse and wagon (another 
costly bottleneck), and reloaded on another company’s cars. 
Six railroads ran into Richmond; no two of them shared a 
depot. Baltimore was a hot spot at the beginning of the Civil 
War because Union soldiers headed for Washington had to 
detrain and march across the city to another depot. A pro-
Confederate mob attacked them. Chicago and New York 
were linked by rail on maps, but a shipment going the entire 
distance had to be unloaded and reloaded six times.

There were three east–west trunk lines, lines designed 
to haul freight and passengers long distances without such 
interruptions. The Baltimore and Ohio (B&O) connected 

MAP 26:1 The Great Eastern Trunk Lines, 1850s –1870s. Four great trunk lines connected the Midwest (and through Chicago 
and St. Louis, the entire West) to Eastern seaports: the New York Central, Erie, Pennsylvania, and Baltimore and Ohio. They all did 
plenty of business although the “Erie Ring” had saddled the Erie with so much debt that it was not able to declare a dividend for 
three decades after 1867. The biggest and best managed of the four (although its top men irregularly pocketed plenty) was the 
Pennsylvania Railroad (PRR)—the Pennsy. The Pennsylvania had more employees than any company of any kind.
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 Baltimore with the Ohio River (and to St. Louis in 1857). 
The Pennsylvania Railroad (PRR) linked Philadelphia and 
 Pittsburgh; under J. Edgar Thompson, president between 
1852 and 1874, it was the best run American railroad, man-
aged in “sections” by superintendents Thompson picked for 
their business skills. The Erie Railroad linked the  Hudson 
River just north of New York City to the Great Lakes. It was 
the longest railroad in the world but was hog-tied by its char-
ter, which forbade it to build beyond the borders of New York 
state. During the Civil War, the Erie competed poorly with 
the Pennsylvania Railroad, which was better positioned to 
exploit federal contracts to carry supplies to the army. (The 
B&O was vulnerable to Confederate cavalry raids.)

Lincoln appointed the Pennsylvania’s vice president, 
Thomas A. Scott, undersecretary of war in charge of transport-
ing troops. By becoming, in effect, the federal government’s 
transportation arm, the Pennsy gained political influence to 
the degree that, it was said, the Pennsylvania state legislature 
did nothing until it was cleared with the railroad. After the war, 
Thompson and Scott used the railroad’s windfall profits to buy 
up other railroads in surrounding states, linking their tracks to 
the Pennsylvania’s “main line.” After he became president of the 
railroad in 1874, Scott extended the line to New York City and 
Chicago. With 30,000 miles of track in thirteen states by 1890, 
the Pennsy was the nation’s largest and richest railroad.

The Erie War and the New York Central
The fourth great Eastern trunk line, the New York Central, 
was a postwar creation. It was put together from dozens of 
short lines in New England and New York by a crusty former 
ferry boat captain, “Commodore” Cornelius Vanderbilt, who 
never shook off his rough manners. Already rich from his fer-
ryboats and steamship lines running to Central America and 
Europe, Vanderbilt was never quite respectable. To the cha-
grin of his children, who wanted to break into high society, 
 Vanderbilt swore a blue streak and befriended Victoria Wood-
hull and Tennessee Clafl in, two sisters who fl aunted propriety 
by preaching free love and not shunning its practice. They de-
lighted the Commodore, and he set them up as stockbrokers. 

In 1867, Vanderbilt made a false start toward building 
his trunk line by quietly buying up stock in the 300-mile-
long Erie. Unfortunately, the three scoundrels who had con-
trol of the company and were already milking it, learned of 
 Vanderbilt’s purchases. 

The nominal leader of the Erie Ring was Daniel Drew, a 
pious Methodist who knew much of the Bible by heart but 
put a very liberal interpretation on the verse in Exodus that 
said “Thou shalt not steal.” James “Jubilee Jim” Fisk, just 33 
years old, had no interest in the Bible. He was a stout, jolly 
extrovert who sported garish clothing, tossed silver dollars 
to street urchins, and caroused with showgirls. The third 
member of the ring was Jay Gould, a quiet man smarter than 
Drew and Fisk put together.

As Vanderbilt bought, the Ring watered the stock; that 
is, they issued shares far in excess of the railroad’s real as-
sets. Gould privately told a friend that “there is no intrinsic 

Hetty Green
Finance was a man’s world, but a few women made their 
mark. Sisters Victoria Woodhull and Tennessee Claflin did 
quite well as stockbrokers until they were ruined because of 
a sexual scandal. Hetty Green was eccentric in a different 
way. She bought and sold stock almost daily—in person; no 
brokerage fees—dressed in black crepe that was usually 
soiled and tattered. She carried her shares in an old bag. 
But Hetty had few peers when it came to playing the market. 
When she died, her estate was worth $100,000,000. Hetty 
owned so much stock in one company that she singlehandedly 
caused a panic when she dumped it.

Jay Gould bowling strikes in big business. After the Erie War with 
Vanderbilt, in which he was guilty of unvarnished fraud, his ethics 
and methods were pretty close to the norm for big businessmen of the 
era. Nonetheless, Gould was uniquely targeted by newspapers and 
fellow tycoons as, in the words of one former partner, “the worst man 
on earth since the beginning of the Christian era.” Gould responded 
by becoming something of a hermit outside of business hours. He took 
no interest in high society. And he had defenders. John D. Rockefeller 
said Gould was the greatest businessman he knew. Henry Flagler said 
he was the “fairest, squarest” railroad man in the country. 
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value to it, probably.” But the value of Erie stock—there was 
so much of it—increased from $24 million to $78 million. 
Vanderbilt bought and bought but was still a minority stock-
holder. Drew, Fisk, and Gould pocketed the profits on the 
watered stock and still controlled the company. 

When the Commodore realized he was being swindled, he 
went to friendly New York judges and had the trio indicted. 
Drew, Fisk, and Gould fled to New Jersey where they holed 
up in a hotel guarded by gunmen. Eventually, a settlement 
was arranged. Vanderbilt got most of his money back; the 
Ring kept the Erie.



Bringing Order to Chaos
Drew, Gould, and Fisk took little interest in the Erie’s track, 
locomotives, rolling stock, and the freight and passengers 
it hauled. They did not care if the railroad showed a profi t. 
(It never did under their ownership.) They were pirates, 
 manipulating Erie paper to enrich themselves. The Erie had 
the worst accident record of any American railroad because of 
neglected roadbeds and dilapidated equipment. The company 
did not pay a dividend to its stockholders for seventy years.

Scott and Vanderbilt were not above playing with company 
books for their personal benefit, but they operated railroads that 
were national assets. They invested profits in improvements as 
well as expansion. They perfected services and were open to in-
novation. Railroaders from the West and from Europe exam-
ined the Pennsy’s roadbeds because they were “state of the art.” 
The Pennsylvania was the first railroad to convert from wood to 
coal for fuel. The New York Central pioneered the use of stron-
ger, safer steel rails and was the first major railroad to equip its 
trains with the life-saving Westinghouse air brake.

Time Zones
The Pennsylvania and New York Central took the lead in 
establishing time zones, an American innovation. In 1870, 
railroads set their clocks, and therefore their schedules, ac-
cording to local time in city where their headquarters was 
located. But cities and towns along the tracks set their offi -
cial times according to local astronomical calculations or the 
mayor’s preference. In 1870, there were somewhere between 

80 and 100 “offi cial” clock settings in the United States. If 
one Chicago businessman arranged with another to meet at 
a downtown restaurant at noon, there was no problem. But 
when it was noon in Chicago, it was 11:27 in Omaha, 11:56 
in St. Louis, 12:09 in Louisville, and 12:17 in Toledo. 

When it was noon in Washington, D.C., it was 12:24 in 
Baltimore, 70 miles away. The Baltimorean in Washington 
who tried to catch a train home might discover that while 
his watch was correct for his hometown, he was nearly half 
an hour late for the train that he expected to take him there. 
In Buffalo’s station, which served both the New York Central 
and the Michigan Southern, there were three clocks: one for 
each railroad, and one for Buffalo time. In Pittsburgh’s station 
there were six clocks. Traveling from Maine to California on 
the railroad, one passed through twenty time zones. Nor was 
the mess just a nuisance for railroad schedules. Confusion as 
to what time it was caused wrecks when two trains tried to 
use the same track at the same “real time.”

In 1870, Charles F. Dowd proposed bringing order to the 
chaos by establishing four official time zones in the United 
States. The big railroads immediately adopted Dowd’s 
 system—gladly. Many cities and towns resisted, as if Dowd 
were tampering with the passage of the sun across the sky. 
 Finally, in 1883, Congress established the four zones by law. 
So obviously sensible was the system that, the next year, 
twenty-five nations met in Washington and adopted the 
“universal day,” twenty-four worldwide time zones.

THE TRANSCONTINENTAL LINES
In the East, the creation of railroad systems was largely a 
matter of consolidating independent short lines. During 
the 1880s, the names of 540 railway companies disappeared 
from business registers. West of Chicago, the hub at which a 
dozen railroads converged, extensive and integrated railroad 
systems were constructed whole from scratch.

Public Finance
The fi rst four transcontinental railroads were built, owned, 
and managed by private corporations subsidized by the 
 federal government. (The fi fth, James J. Hill’s Great  Northern, 
was built without federal subsidies.) Without federal funding, 
the lines might not have been built. Railroad construction 
was expensive. Building just a mile of track meant excavat-
ing or building up a grade, bedding 3,000 ties in gravel, and 
 attaching 400 iron rails to the ties by driving 12,000 spikes. 
And that does not count bridges and tunnels. However, 
 between Omaha and Sacramento in the West, the terminuses 
of the fi rst transcontinental, there was little population, cus-
tomers who would be shipping and receiving freight.

Few paying customers meant few revenues, not a prospec-
tus that excited investors. The impetus to the Pacific Railway 
Act of 1862 was the federal government’s political and mili-
tary interests in binding the Pacific coast to the rest of the 
Union.

The Railway Act gave two companies, the Union Pacific 
(UP) and the Central Pacific (CP); a right of way of 200 feet 
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Standardizing Place Names
In 1890, President Benjamin Harrison established the Board of 
Geographic Names. Its task was to standardize place names in 
the United States. Generally, the Board followed local custom 
but did eliminate accent marks in French and Spanish names: 
Wilkes-Barré, San José, Coeur d’Alêne, and so on. Most 
-burghs became -burgs., but not Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 
(Too big a city for the board to risk a rumble.) Fewer -boroughs
became -boros. People thought the phonetic abbreviation 
cheapening. New Castles, mostly, became Newcastles. The 
board prescribed spellings for government agencies but could 
not enforce its decisions on private citizens.

Standard Gauge
The standard American railroad gauge is 4 feet, 8 and 1/2 
inches. Why this odd figure? Because British builders of trams 
and trains used wagon jigs to make the first railroad cars. 
Approximately 4 feet 8 inches was the width of wagon wheel 
ruts in English roads because the oldest roads in the country 
were Roman roads. The Romans spaced their chariot wheels 
at that distance because it was just enough to accommodate 
the behinds of two horses harnessed side by side.
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wide between Omaha and Sacramento. For each mile of 
track that the companies built, they were to be granted, on 
either side of the tracks, ten alternate sections (square miles) 
of the public domain, a belt of land 40 miles wide laid out 
like a checkerboard in which the UP and CP owned half the 
squares.

The railroads could sell the land to settlers to raise money 
for construction or put the real estate up as collateral with 
which to secure loans from banks. In addition, depending 
on the nature of the terrain, the government loaned the two 
companies between $16,000 and $48,000 per mile of track at 
bargain interest rates.
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MAP 26:2 Transcontinental Railroads, 1862–1900. By 1900, five transcontinental railroads spanned the United States from the 
Mississippi Valley to the Pacific Coast: the Great Northern, the Northern Pacific, the Union Pacific-Central Pacific, The Atchison,
Topeka, and Santa Fe, and the Southern Pacific. Five was too many; the western railroad network was overbuilt. So much money was 
to be made from federal and state land grants and subsidies and stock manipulations that the “great railroaders” took no interest in 
how much the lines would be able to collect in revenue. The exception was James J. Hill who built the Great Northern piecemeal,
promoting settlement along the railroad as he built.
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Building the Transcontinental

The business history of the first transcontinental railroad 
is sordid. The story of its construction is heroic, an ad-
venture of pathbreaking engineering, mighty labors, and 
superb organization of a massive undertaking. 

The Central Pacific’s starting point was just east of 
 Sacramento. Except for timber, which was abundant in the 
Sierra Nevada, nearly all the materials needed to build a 
railroad had to be brought in by sea around Cape Horn, an 
18,000-mile voyage taking some ships up to eight months. 
Even buying locomotives and rolling stock was difficult 
until the Civil War ended; the federal government had first 
claim on them. Coordinating shipments so that materials 
arrived when they were needed was a daunting job until 
the final spike was driven. 

Nor were there nearly enough unemployed men in 
California for the huge workforce the Central Pacific 
needed. By September 1865, the railroad reached only 
54 miles to Colfax, California, and those miles were in 
friendly terrain. Just ahead was the Sierra Nevada where 
the CP would climb to 8,000 feet above sea level. Enter-
ing the mountains with an inadequate and undependable 
labor force, Charles Crocker, in charge of construction, 
experimented with Chinese laborers. He was aston-
ished by their efficiency. Moreover, because they hired 
on in gangs recruited by Chinese contractors who pro-
vided their meals (and, like tyrants, regimented them), 
 Crocker’s job was little more than paying their wages, less 
than white workers demanded, on time. Eighty percent 
of the CP’s workforce was Chinese; there were as many as 
7,000 on the payroll at a time.

They built timber trestles up to 1,600 feet long and, on 
nearly perpendicular cliffs, a platform for the trackbed. 
Men working with heavy hammers and iron miner’s bits 
dangled in baskets lowered from above in order to drill 
holes for explosives. Dynamite was not yet available. It 
was patented in 1867, but not yet available in the United 
States. Crocker tried nitroglycerine but, after several hor-
rible accidents with the unstable compound, he forbade 
its use and switched to black powder. The workmen went 
through as many as 500 kegs of powder a day. Twice the 
Central Pacific exhausted California’s entire supply of 
the explosive after driving up the price of a keg from 
$2.50 to $15.

The winter of 1866–1867 was a bad one in California. 
There were forty-four separate snowstorms in the moun-
tains; several blizzards dropped 6 feet of snow. Luck-
ily, eleven tunnels had been begun before the Sierra was 
buried.  That winter, the Chinese “lived like moles,” rarely 
seeing the sun. By spring it was obvious that train service 
in winter would be at best irregular. CP  engineers solved 

the problem by designing snowsheds on the most heavily 
snowed part of the mountains. For 34 miles, the CP ran 
indoors through tunnels and snaking timber sheds.

The Union Pacific, building westward from Omaha, 
 Nebraska, had no difficult mountains to cross. Its chal-
lenge was endless distance. Supply was not a problem. 
Materials could be brought to the head of construction 
by rail. There was, however, no good timber on the plains. 
After trying cottonwood for ties—it was too soft—the 
UP imported its ties from the northwoods of Minnesota, 
 Wisconsin, and Michigan.

The UP had Indian problems the CP was spared. Survey 
and grading crews, which worked miles ahead of the work 
gangs, frequently exchanged gunfire with small bands of 
Indians. The railroaders feared the Cheyenne most of all. 
In August 1867, Cheyenne raiders derailed a train bring-
ing supplies to the workers and killed its crew.

The UP’s laborers were recently discharged Civil War 
veterans and Irish immigrants. To accommodate them 
on the unpopulated plains, construction superinten-
dent Jack Casement, who dressed like a Russian cos-
sack in winter, designed bunkhouses, kitchens, dining 
halls, and offices on wheels so that the workers’ “town” 
could be moved west as their work progressed. UP 
camps were not orderly as the CP’s Chinese camps were. 
Winter headquarters in 1867–1868 were at Cheyenne, 
Wyoming, where “the principal pastimes were gam-
bling, drinking villainous rotgut whiskey, and shoot-
ing”—and patronizing a mobile coven of resourceful 
prostitutes. “Sodom-at-the-end-of-the-line,” a visitor 
called it. Casement had to be a hands-on disciplinar-
ian. Although a short man, “sawed off ” in the slang of 
the day, he decked several hulking workers who were 
unruly, then he fired them.

On average, UP crews laid 2 miles of track each day. A 
newspaper reporter described the relentless pace:

Track-laying is a science. A light car, drawn by a single 
horse, gallops up to the front with its load of rails. 
Two men seize the end of a [18 to 25 foot] rail and 
start forward, the rest of the gang taking hold by twos. 
They come forward at a run. At a word of command 
the rail is dropped in its place, less than thirty seconds 
to a rail for each gang, and so four rails go down to 
the minute.

Toward the end of the great project, when the CP and 
UP were racing to maximize their federal land grants by 
laying as many miles of track as possible, the UP set the 
single-day record, 10.6 miles of more-or-less functional 
railroad. The feat involved bedding 31,000 ties and pound-
ing 120,000 spikes.

How They Lived
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The Romance of the Rails
These lavish terms attracted men who were less interested 
in operating railroads than in making money by building 
them. Within twenty years, this was to result in the over-
building of railroads in the West: laying more track than 
was needed or than the sparsely populated country would 
support. The government’s generosity also encouraged 
frauds like the Union Pacifi c’s Crédit Mobilier, a construc-
tion company owned by the same men who owned the 
UP to which the UP paid grotesquely padded bills. When, 
 during the 1870s, investigators picked their way through 
the  accounts, they concluded that $44 million of the UP’s 
construction expenses had been skimmed by the owners of 
the Crédit Mobilier. The extent of fraud in the construction 
of the Central Pacifi c was never determined because the CP 
burned its books.

So central was the government subsidy to construction 
that, when UP and CP approached one another in Utah, they 
raced to win every mile of land grant and loan they could. 
The grading crews of the two railroads actually laid out par-
allel grades within sight of one another for almost 100 miles. 
A peace meeting of the two companies’ directors agreed 

on Promontory Point, Utah, north of Salt Lake City, as the 
point where they would link up. There, on May 10, 1869, the 
“golden spike” was driven.

Railroad Mania
Seeing the owners of the UP and CP become instant mil-
lionaires, other ambitious men descended on Washington in 
search of subsidies. In 1864, when the fi rst transcontinental 
was hardly begun, Congress granted the Northern Pacifi c 
(NP), which proposed to build from Lake Superior to Puget 
Sound, an even more generous grant. In the territories, the 
NP received forty alternate sections of land for every mile of 
railway. The Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe—another land-
grant transcontinental—ran from Kansas to Los Angeles. 
The Texas Pacifi c and Southern Pacifi c linked New Orleans 
and San Francisco at El Paso, Texas. In 1884, the Canadians 
(who were even more generous with government land) com-
pleted the Canadian Pacifi c.

The total costs were astronomical. The federal govern-
ment gave railroads 131 million acres. To this, state govern-
ments added 45 million acres. An area larger than France and 
Belgium combined was given to a handful of capitalists. In 

Most of the laborers who built the Central Pacific Railroad from Sacramento to Utah were Chinese, hired in gangs recruited by Chinese 
jobbers. For the few years the railroad was under construction, they enjoyed employment opportunities denied them for racial reasons 
during the Gold Rush and after the age of massive construction projects was over in the West. They built trestles like this one with no 
“heavy equipment” and chipped shelves for the railroad out of Sierra Nevada granite. Some of them hung in baskets on thousand-foot 
cliffs to drill holes for explosives.
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addition, towns along the proposed routes enticed the build-
ers to choose them over nearby rivals as sites for depots and 
switching yards by offering town lots, cash bounties, and ex-
emption from taxes.

Some of these gifts were acts of desperation. If a railroad 
bypassed a town, the town was likely to die. Railroad compa-
nies did not hesitate to set communities against one another 
like roosters in a cock fight. The UP bypassed Denver, the 
only city for hundreds of miles in every direction in part be-
cause the giveaways Denver offered were not up to par. The 
original route of the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe, which 
was popularly known as “the Santa Fe,” did not go near the 
city of that name. Albuquerque offered the better financial 
deal and got the tracks.

The Panic of 1873
Too much railroad was built too soon. When the lines were 
fi nished, high operating costs and low revenues meant that 
few railroad companies were profi table, only one in three in 
1872. The others defaulted on their loans and, on September 
18, 1873, a Friday, “Black Friday,” the chickens came home to 

roost. Jay Cooke and Company, a bank that had loaned heav-
ily to the NP, announced that the fi rm was bankrupt. 

Jay Cooke was not just any old bank. It was the most presti-
gious financial house in the United States; Cooke had been the 
federal government’s chief financial agent during the Civil War. 
Its failure led to a panic as speculators, fearing other failures, 
rushed to sell their stocks. The market crashed; banks failed. 
By the end of 1873, 5,000 businesses had declared bankruptcy 
and a half million workers were jobless. The depression of the 
1870s was the worst in American history to that time.

It would not be the last. A by-product of fabulous eco-
nomic growth was a wildly erratic business cycle, the “un-
precedented disturbance and depression of trade,” in the 
words of a contemporary. For a time the industrial capitalist 
economy boomed, luring investment and speculation, en-
couraging expansion and production. Sooner or later, the 
capacity of railroads to carry freight, or factories to produce 
goods, outpaced the capacity of the market to absorb their 
services and products. When that happened, banks closed, 
investments and savings were wiped out, factories locked 
their gates, workers lost their jobs, and the retail shops they 
frequented went broke.
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MAP 26:3 Railroad Expansion, 1870–1890. In 1870, only one railroad crossed the continent to the Pacific, the Union Pacific-Southern 
Pacific. During the thirty years after 1870, most railroad expansion was in the West. Four more transcontinentals were built (plus two 
in Canada). Perhaps more important “feeder lines” fed productive agricultural and grazing country into the east–west trunk lines.
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THE GREAT ORGANIZERS
In a free, unregulated, market economy, the boom and bust 
cycle was inevitable and most Americans, then as now, regarded 
a free economy as sacred. Businessmen who reached the top of 
the economic pyramid, however, ceased to be enchanted with 
the idea of wide-open competition. To the entrepreneur who 
was no longer scrambling but in charge of a commercial or 
industrial empire in which millions of dollars were invested 
and which employed thousands of people, stability was what 
counted: the assurance that supplies of raw materials would 
be unhindered two, three, or ten years in the future, and that 
future revenues could be reliably projected. Competition was 
a threat to stability. In the late nineteenth century, the orga-
nizers of big businesses in numerous  industries—from sugar 
refi ning to the manufacture of cigarettes—strove, in different 
ways, to minimize or eliminate the uncertainty that competi-
tors brought to their business.

Andrew Carnegie in steel and oilman John D. Rockefeller 
were the two most famous big businessmen of the era. Carn-
egie immunized his steel manufacturing empire from the 
threat of competitors by cutting the costs of production in 
his mills so low that he could dictate the market price of 
steel, keep his factories running at capacity, and let other 
steel manufacturers pick up the business he could not han-
dle. John D. Rockefeller faced a different kind of problem in 
the oil business. It was impossible to gain control of crude 
oil production—major new discoveries of crude oil depos-
its were routine news—and there were too many refineries 
to undersell them at a price Rockefeller and his associates 
needed just to stay in business. They solved their problem by 
persuading most of their competitors to let them take over 
their refineries.

Steel: The Bones of the Economy
Steel is the element iron from which all impurities have 
been burned out at high temperatures except for a carefully 
controlled amount of carbon. Its chemical composition 
makes steel many times stronger per unit of weight than 
iron. Steel has been made since antiquity but only in small 
quantities because the process of making it consumed huge 
quantities of fuel. It was practical only in making small, ex-
pensive items such as—famously—the fi ne swords of Japan 
and Toledo in Spain—and precision instruments.

During the early 1850s, working secretly in the Kentucky 
woods, William “Pig Iron” Kelly developed a technique for 
making steel cheaply in large quantities out of pig iron (iron 
ingots sold by iron smelters to makers of finished goods). 
When he emerged from the woods to patent his process, he 
discovered that an Englishman, Henry Bessemer, had inde-
pendently developed the same process. Although it became 
known universally as the Bessemer process, the Patent Office 
acknowledged that Kelly had been first to perfect it by a couple 
of months.

No one grasped the possibilities created by the Bessemer 
process more quickly than Andrew Carnegie. He had emi-
grated to the United States with a destitute family when he 

was a child. He became a telegrapher who caught the eye 
of Pennsylvania Railroad vice president, Thomas A. Scott, 
who quickly promoted him to an executive position and 
recommended investments that were very good tips indeed. 
In 1865, Carnegie was rich enough to leave the railroad 
and found the Keystone Bridge Company, which built iron 
and steel bridges. (Keystone built the first span across the 
 Mississippi.) When the depression of the 1870s lowered the 
costs of materials and labor and other businessmen ner-
vously guarded their shrunken capital, Carnegie did the op-
posite. He exploited the opportunity to put all his money 
into constructing the world’s largest steel mill on a 106-acre 
tract at Braddock on the Monongahela River. One of his 
mottos was “put all your eggs in one basket and then watch 
that basket.”

A Head for Business
Carnegie knew apples as well as eggs—how to polish them. 
He named his factory after J. Edgar Thomson, the president of 
the Pennsylvania Railroad, his former boss. Because  Carnegie 
would be making rails, the Pennsy would be his biggest single 
customer. However, Carnegie sited his great plant outside of 
Pittsburgh. Pittsburgh was a one-railroad city; the  Pennsylvania 
ran the town, setting shipping rates from and to  Pittsburgh 
at whatever levels the railroad chose. The  Pennsylvania ran 
through Braddock too, but so did the  Baltimore and Ohio. 
The two companies would have to bid against one another to 
get Carnegie’s shipping business. Carnegie admired  Thomson. 
He was willing to fl atter him. But he did not trust the health of 
Carnegie Steel to Thomson’s good will.

Carnegie knew little about the technology of steelmak-
ing to the day he died. But he had a keen eye for men who 
did. He hired the industry’s best supervisors and engineers 
and bound the cream of the professions to him by making 
them partners. His most important partner was Henry Clay 
Frick, a coal and coke magnate as well as an engineer. Frick 
actually ran Carnegie Steel; Carnegie was no workaholic; 
he spent much of each year at a castle in Scotland playing 
the laird.

“Vertical Integration”
Carnegie’s contribution to business organization was his 
exploitation of “vertical integration.” That is, to get a leg 
up on competitors, Carnegie expanded his operation from 
a base of steel manufacture to ownership of the raw materi-
als from which steel was made and the means of assembling 
them. Bessemer furnaces were fueled by coke, which is to 
coal what charcoal is to wood, a hotter-burning distilla-
tion of the raw material. It was to avoid having to buy coke 
from others that Carnegie made Frick a partnership offer 
he could not refuse. Frick brought 5,000 acres of coalfi elds 
and 1,000 coke ovens to the company. Carnegie and Frick 
added iron mines in Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota 
to their holdings.

While he was independent on trunk-line railroads, 
 Carnegie controlled as much of his own shipping as he 
could. He owned barges that carried iron ore from the 



 Marquette and later the Mesabi Range to his own port fa-
cilities in Erie, Pennsylvania. He owned a short-line rail-
road that brought the ore from Erie to his greatest factory, 
Homestead. By eliminating from his final product price the 
profits of  independent suppliers, distributors, and carriers, 
Carnegie was able to undersell competing companies that 
were not vertically integrated and had to include the profits 
of independent suppliers in their price. In 1870 there were 
167 iron and steel firms around Pittsburgh. By the end of the 
century there were 47; those Carnegie did not control priced 
their product according to Carnegie’s dictates.

Vertical integration served Andrew Carnegie very well. In 
1890, his company was responsible for a quarter of the nation’s 
steel production. His personal income rose to $25 million a 
year. He was able to lead an active intellectual life and spend 
much of his time in a castle in Scotland not far from where his 
father had worked as a weaver, while his company steadily as-
sumed a more dominant role in the steel business. 

In 1901, 66 years old and bored with business, Carnegie 
agreed to sell all his interests to a syndicate organized by 

 investment banker, J. P. Morgan. Carnegie pocketed $500 mil-
lion, then the largest personal commercial transaction ever 
made, and Morgan created the first billion dollar  corporation, 
United States Steel. From birth, U.S. Steel controlled “the 
destinies of a population nearly as large as that of Maryland 
or Nebraska,” and had a bigger annual budget than all but a 
handful of the world’s nations.

The Corporation’s Edge
Carnegie organized his empire of coal and iron as partner-
ships. In this he was untypical of the era’s industrial giants. The 
 corporation, capitalized by selling stock in the enterprise on the 
open market and owned in proportion to the number of their 
shares by stockholders, was the chief agent of industrial devel-
opment and business consolidation in the United States. 

The corporate structure was attractive to both entrepre-
neurs and investors for several reasons. A corporation’s legal 
liability was limited to the assets of the corporation and 
did not extend to shareholders’ other property. That is, if a 
 business owned by an individual or partners went bust, cred-
itors could (and did), after dividing up the assets of the busi-
ness, seize the owners’ other property, including, if necessary, 
their homes and furniture. If a corporation was bankrupted, 
its limited liability gave creditors access to the corporation’s 
assets, nothing more.

Carnegie did well enough putting all his eggs in one basket 
and enlarging the basket during depressions when expansion 
was cheaper. However, the corporate structure was a better 
way to raise a great deal of money quickly. By selling shares 
in a company to anyone willing to buy them while retain-
ing (at no cost) enough shares to determine company  policy, 
entrepreneurs could amass capital far beyond their own 
 resources.

One Cent a Pound
Andrew Carnegie justified vertical integration of steel 
manufacture by pointing to what it meant to the price of 
steel:

Two pounds of iron ore mined in Minnesota Lake Superior 
and transported on the Great Lakes and by railroad 900 
miles to Pittsburgh; a pound and a half of coal, mined 
and manufactured into coke, and brought to Pittsburgh; a 
little bit of manganese ore mined in Virginia and brought 
to Pittsburgh—four pounds of materials transformed into 
one pound of steel cost the customer one cent.

Like the depressions of the 1890s and the 1930s, the economic 
downturn of the 1870s began with a financial “panic” tripped 
by the failure of Jay Cooke and Company, a bank thought 
invulnerable. (Lincoln had turned to Cooke to sell government 
bonds during the Civil War.)  Stock prices collapsed, causing 
bankruptcies, factory closings, slashed wages, and unemployment.
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John D. Rockefeller and Black Gold
The master magician of the corporation was John D. 
 Rockefeller, a solemn, muscular, and deeply religious 
young man born in New York state who went to work as a 
bookkeeper in Cleveland, Ohio. When the Civil War broke 
out, Rockefeller went into business as a grocery wholesaler 
with the army his biggest customer. Rockefeller dodged 
the draft by hiring a substitute and he correctly reckoned 
that when the war ended and government contracts were 
canceled, the bottom would fall out of the provisions 
 business.

Even during the war, Rockefeller had taken an interest in 
Cleveland’s oil refining business. Cleveland was the refining 
center of the new industry because of its proximity to the 
world’s first commercial oilfield in western Pennsylvania. 

Crude oil had seeped to the surface of the earth since be-
fore there were human beings to step into the tacky puddles. 
Ancient Mesopotamians wrote of it. Europeans used it to 
lubricate wagon wheels. Jesuits in western New York in the 
seventeenth century reported of “a stagnant thick water that 
ignites like brandy, burning with bubbles of flame when fire 
is tossed into it.” The Seneca ate it for a laxative. Farmers who 
lived around Titusville, Pennsylvania, hated it. It fouled the 
soil and polluted streams.

During the 1850s, a chemist at Yale University discovered 
that “cracking” crude oil—heating it until it vaporized, then 
condensing it at different temperatures—broke it down into 
a number of chemical compounds. Gasoline was one of 
them but of no commercial value because it was so volatile. 
Kerosene, however, burned slowly, safely, and brightly—an 
excellent illuminant. It was a timely discovery because the 
price of sperm whale oil increased from $1 a gallon in 1850 
to $2.55 in 1865. Indeed, by the end of the war it was in short 
supply at any price. The Confederate commerce raiders, es-
pecially the Shenandoah, had wreaked havoc on American 
whaling ships.

Kerosene was cheap. Even the poor could afford to buy 
it. Beginning in 1859, when a former army officer named 
Edwin Drake perfected a drill-and-pump system by which 
crude oil could be extracted from deep within the earth, a 
new industry was born. 

The Pennsylvania oil rush was as wild as the gold rush of 
1849. Drilling for oil, like panning for gold, required only 
modest capital. Thousands of men dreaming of instant 
riches descended on western Pennsylvania. The unfortu-
nately named town of Pithole consisted of four log cabins in 
1859; it had a population of 12,000 in 1860.

Rockefeller came to the oilfields and looked. He did not 
like much of what he saw. The social and moral disorder 
appalled him; Rockefeller was a rigorous Baptist. And he 
did not like the wild swings in the price of crude oil, soar-
ing when refiners demanded more crude than was available, 
plummeting when new wells were brought into production. 
In 1861, the price of crude oil swung from as high as $10 a 
barrel to—briefly—10¢. Even in 1864, when the industry had 
settled down some, the price of a barrel bobbed up and down 

between $4 tand $12. Drilling for oil was not a bookkeeper’s 
kind of business.

“Horizontal Integration”
Oil refi ning was not a wildcatter’s kind of work. It cost much 
more to build a refi nery than to sink a drill and say a prayer. 
And Rockefeller liked the arithmetic. About 75 percent of a 
barrel of crude oil was kerosene; a gallon of kerosene sold for 
twice the cost of a barrel of crude (40–42 gallons). But refi n-
ing was a fragmented, highly competitive business too; as late 
as 1870, there were 250 American refi ners (although most of 
them were paper companies). However, Rockefeller recognized 
that, unlike drilling, the refining end of the business was 
manageable. Refi ning was a “narrows” on the river of oil that 
fl owed from well to consumers. Like the robber barons of 
medieval Europe, who built castles at narrows on the Rhine 
and Danube, thence charging boats to pass or be seized, a 
company that controlled refi ning would be able to determine 
the level of crude oil production and the selling price of ker-
osene. It did not matter how many wildcatters roamed the 
countryside with drilling rigs. If there was one great refi ner, 
they would sell their crude at the price the refi ner was willing 
to pay.

Controlling an entire industry by controlling the key 
phase of it is known as horizontal integration. Instead of 

John Davison Rockefeller at the time he was, with his talented associates, 
creating what became Standard Oil.  Rockefeller wanted to be rich, and 
he did become the richest man in the world. He was generous to charities 
throughout his life, lavishing money on the Baptist Church, to which he 
was devoted. In his long retirement, he and his son, John D. Rockefeller 
Jr., were the nation’s greatest and most constructive philanthropists.
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razed obsolete and ineffi cient refi neries. Others were im-
proved and new ones constructed. Refi ners who refused to 
cooperate were run out of business in ruthless rate wars. 
Within twenty years, Standard Oil  controlled 90 percent 
of American refi ning. They worked this magic by persuad-
ing cooperative competitors to throw in with them, and 
by driving weak and uncooperative refi ners out of the 
business. 

Former refiners who had played ball with Standard at the 
start became richer than they could have imagined when 
they were worrying about competitors, fighting fires (an 
omnipresent hazard at oil refineries), and slogging about in 
the mud and snow turning valves. Rockefeller, on the basis 
of a modest cash investment and a brilliant mind for busi-
ness, became the world’s richest man. When banking giant 
J. P. Morgan died in 1913, leaving an estate of $80 million, 
 Rockefeller was stunned. He said, “and to think he wasn’t 
even a rich man.” In computations made recently that as-
sessed personal fortunes as a percentage of gross national 
product, John D. Rockefeller, who left $3.7 billion when 
he died in 1937—this after decades of giving money away 
by the millions—was the richest man in the history of the 
world. (Bill Gates of Microsoft, the current titleholder, is 
only thirty-first on the list.)

 dominating an industry by integrating a portion of the busi-
ness from the source of raw materials to the market (as Carn-
egie did in steel), horizontal integration meant establishing a 
stranglehold on an industry at its key point.

In 1870, Rockefeller and his associates, who controlled one 
of twenty-six refineries in Cleveland, about 10 percent of ker-
osene production, formed the South Improvement  Company 
which quickly won control of twenty-two of the city’s refiner-
ies. They accomplished this by persuading their competitors 
that if they ceased to compete with one another, they would 
no longer live in fear of a price war that would destroy the los-
ers and leave the winners with crippled enterprises.

Standard Oil
Through a complex series of reorganizations, improvised 
more than planned, the South Improvement Company 
evolved into Standard Oil, a trust. Nationwide,  stockholders 
in refi ning corporations turned their shares over to the 
trust. In exchange, Standard issued them trust certifi cates 
equivalent to the value of their holdings. Rockefeller and 
his  associates—notably his brother William, Henry Flagler, 
Samuel Andrews, and Maurice B. Clark—retained control 
of Standard so as to make policy without interference. They 

FURTHER READING

Classics Matthew Josephson, The Robber Barons, 1934; Mark 
Twain and Charles Dudley Warner, The Gilded Age, a novel, 1873, 
several recent editions; Barton Hendrik, The Age of Big Business,
1919; Allan Nevins, John D. Rockefeller: The Heroic Age of American 
Enterprise, 2 vols., 1940, and A Study in Power: John D. Rockefeller, 
Industrialist and Philanthropist, 2 vols., 1953; Thomas C. Cochran 
and William Miller, The Age of Enterprise, 1942.

General Walter Licht, Industrializing America: The Nineteenth 
Century, 1995; Carroll Pursell, The Machine in America: A Social 
History of Technology, 1995; Elliott Brownlee, Dynamics of Ascent: 
A History of the American Economy, 1974; Vincent P. DeSantis, The
Shaping of Modern America, 1877–1916, 1973; John A. Garraty, The
New Commonwealth, 1877–1890, 1968.

Technology and Invention Thomas P. Hughes, American 
 Genesis: A History of Invention and Technological Enthusiasm, 
1879–1970, 1998; David F. Noble, America by Design: Science, Tech-
nology, and the Rise of Corporate Capitalism, 1977; Robert V. Bruce, 
Alexander Graham Bell and the Conquest of Solitude, 1973; A. J. 
Millard, Edison and the Business of Innovation, 1990; Neil Baldwin, 
Edison: Inventing the Century, 1995; Richard Moran, Executioner’s 
Current: Thomas Edison, George Westinghouse, Thomas Edison, and 
the Invention of the Electric Chair, 2002; Randall Stross, The  Wizard 
of Menlo Park: How Thomas Edison Invented the Modern World,
2007; David E. Nye, Electrifying America: Culture and Society in the 
Gilded Age, 1982.

Railroads James E. Vance, Capturing the Horizon: The Historical 
Geography of Transportation Since the Transportation Revolution 
of the Sixteenth Century, 1986; H. Roger Grant, The Railroad: The 
Life Story of a Technology, 2005; Steven W. Usselman, Regulating 
Railroad Innovation: Business, Technology, and Politics in America, 
1840–1920, 2002; Robert G. Angevine, The Railroad and the State: 
War, Politics, and Technology in Nineteenth Century America, 2004; 
David H. Bain, Empire Express: Building the First Transcontinental 
Railroad, 1999; John F. Stoner, History of the Baltimore and Ohio 
Railroad, 1987; Claire Strom, Profiting from the Plains: The Great 
Northern Railway and Corporate Development of the American West,
2003; Richard J. Orsi, Sunset Limited: The Southern Pacific Railroad 
and the Development of the American West, 1850–1930, 2005. 

Big Business Oliver Zunz, Making America Corporate, 1870–1920,
1990; C. J. Schmitz, The Growth of Big Business in the United Sates 
and Western Europe, 1850–1939, 1993; David O. Whitten, The Emer-
gence of Giant Enterprise, 1860–1914, 1983; Glenn Porter, The Rise 
of Big Business, 1860–1900, 1992; John Steele Gordon, The Great 
Game: The Emergence of Wall Street as a World Power, 1653–2000,
1999; Ron  Chernow, Titan: The Life of John D. Rockefeller, Sr., 1998, 
and The House of Morgan: An American Banking Dynasty, 1990; 
Harold C. Livesay, Andrew Carnegie and the Rise of Big Business,
1975; J. F. Wall, Andrew Carnegie, 1971; Edward J. Renehan, Dark 
Genius of Wall Street: The Misunderstood Life of Jay Gould, 2005; 
Kenneth D. Ackerman, Jim Fisk, Jay Gould, and Black Friday, 1988; 
Charles Slack, Hetty: The Genius and Madness of America’s First Fe-
male Tycoon, 2004.

FURTHER READING 445



446 Chapter 26 Technology, Industry, and Business

KEY TERMS

ONLINE RESOURCES

Find additional resources, including primary source docu-
ments, images, interactive maps, simulations, chapter review 
exercises, and Internet links at

The American Past companion Web site
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e

American History Resource Center
http://ushistory.wadsworth.com/

 Centennial Exposition, p. 429

 Field, Cyrus, p. 433

 time zones, p. 437

 Pacific Railway Act, p. 437

 Jay Cooke and Company, p. 441

 pig iron, p. 442

 Bessemer process, p. 442

 vertical integration, p. 442

Use the following listing of key terms to review important 
fi gures, events, locations, and concepts covered in this chap-
ter. A glossary of these terms is available on The American 

Past companion Web site: www.cengage.com/ history/conlin/
tap9e

www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e
http://ushistory.wadsworth.com/
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e


Co
ur

te
sy

 o
f t

he
 N

ew
 Y

or
k 

Hi
st

or
ic

al
 S

oc
ie

ty
, N

ew
 Y

or
k 

Ci
ty

Living with 
Leviathan
Coping With Big Business and 
Great Wealth

Chapter 27

Success is counted sweetest
By those who ne’er succeed.

—Emily Dickinson

A successful man cannot realize how hard an unsuccessful man finds life.
—Edgar Watson Howe

The moral flabbiness of the exclusive worship of the bitch-goddess SUCCESS. 
That—with the squalid cash interpretation put on the word success—is our 
national disease.

—William James

I
n Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville was 
struck by the equity with which wealth was distrib-
uted in Andrew Jackson’s America. He observed that 
(always excepting slaves) few households were so poor 
as to be without hope of improving their lot and few 

families were so rich that their security was invulnerable. In-
deed, many of the well-fixed Americans de Tocqueville met 
seemed to be haunted by the anxiety that one stroke of ill-
fortune would send them tumbling down into a life of hard 
work, sore backs, and dirty hands.

Wealth was not as equitably distributed as Tocqueville be-
lieved it was. Nevertheless, the gap between the poorest and the 
richest Americans was much narrower than it became after the 
Civil War when opportunities to amass previously unimagina-
ble fortunes created a class of multimillionaires—think multi-
billionaires today—whose wealth was so great that it was im-
possible for them or anyone else to imagine them falling from 
their perches. Investment in the most conservative gilt-edge 
securities ensured that the largest fortunes  continued to grow 

without attention. Cornelius Vanderbilt amassed a personal 
estate of $110 million (about $2 billion in today  dollars). That 
was $5 million more than the gold the United States govern-
ment had on reserve. His son William inherited $90 million 
of it and doubled his fortune in eight years. In 1900, Andrew 
Carnegie pocketed $480 million ($11 billion today) in a single 
transaction. John D. Rockefeller, while he gave away $550 mil-
lion in philanthropy, grew richer.

The emergence, within a single lifetime, of a super-rich 
social class antagonized some ordinary people imbued with 
the assumption that the United States was a land where 
 everyone had an equal chance of prospering. Many of them 
supported movements aimed at reversing the concentration 
of wealth and power at the top of the economic pyramid—
with little success. Rather more remarkable, most Americans 
rather quickly came to terms with grotesque concentrations 
of wealth in the hands of a few for the ironic reason that 
the wasteful, showy consumption of the moneyed classes 
amused them.
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the tracks of the great trunk lines—the New York Central, 
the Erie, the Pennsylvania, the Reading, and the Baltimore 
and Ohio—roughly paralleled one another, they had to at-
tract shippers by lowering freight charges. In the Midwest, 
however, there were fewer railroads. Farmers in all but a few 
areas had one choice when they shipped their wheat, corn, 
steers, or hogs to processors. The railroads had to consider 
nothing but their own income when they set their rates.

Moreover, the railroads owned the storage facilities at 
their depots: stockyards and grain elevators. Hogs and cattle 
needed to be fed, so they were shipped East right away. Grain, 
however, could be stored until it was convenient to the rail-
roads to ship it. In the meantime, the farmers paid storage 
fees because of decisions in which they had no say.

The Granger Laws
In the early 1870s, a farmers’ social lodge, the Patrons of 
Husbandry, commonly known as the Grange, organized 
farmer protest in the Midwest. When they turned to politics, 
the Grangers proved to be a formidable force in Indiana, Il-
linois, and Iowa. From meager beginnings—in 1869, there 
were only thirty-nine granges (local chapters) in the entire 
country—the organization grew to having 20,000 granges 
with 800,000 members.

The Grangers did not form a political party. In each leg-
islative district, they endorsed the candidate—Republican, 
Democrat, Greenbacker, or independent—who most per-
suasively promised to enact laws that bridled the railroads. 
In Illinois, allied with small businessmen who had their 
own grievances against the railroads, the Grangers elected a 
comfortable majority in the state legislature. They enacted 
a series of “Granger laws” that set maximum fees railroads 
could charge for storing grain and—for shipments within 
 Illinois—freight rates.

The railroads challenged the constitutionality of the 
Granger laws in court. They had two principal arguments. 
First, railroads were interstate commerce, which only Con-
gress could regulate. Second, by dictating how much they 
could charge customers, the state of Illinois was depriving 

REGULATING RAILROADS
AND TRUSTS
The railroads, America’s fi rst “big business,” had enemies 
from the beginning. Poets, painters, philosophers, and other 
romantic intellectuals recoiled from them on cultural and 
aesthetic grounds. The ugly, dirty, noisy locomotives were 
“machines in the garden.” They defi led the peace and moral 
goodness of nature and pastoral America. 

In cities, railroads faced a rather different kind of critic. 
Ordinary people protested, even rioted, when railroads 
snaked deeply into city centers on streets where only pedes-
trians and horse-drawn vehicles had moved at a walk. Trains 
did not speed in cities, but even a train at a crawl could not 
swerve or stop instantly as a pedestrian or horse could. Trains 
killed an alarming 330 Chicagoans in one year. Serious inju-
ries and dead horses were not counted. 

But these were weak or passing enemies. The cultural 
critics did not change their minds, but they had a small au-
dience. Cities faced up to the fact that railroads could not 
be tolerated on busy urban streets and required railroads 
to put their tracks underground or move their terminals 
outside the congested heart of the city. The New York Cen-
tral ran underground half the length of Manhattan to its 
terminal at the famous Grand Central Station. The Penn-
sylvania moved its main station in Philadelphia from center 
city to west of the Schuylkill river, then the outskirts of the 
built-up area.

The Farmer’s Grievances
The western farmers’ initial enthusiasm for railroads cooled 
by about 1870. Railroads may have expanded the market for 
their crops but, as farmers in the midwestern grain belt saw 
it, the greed and power of the railroad companies ensured 
that the railroads, not farmers, were the chief benefi ciaries of 
the new integrated national economy.

In the Northeast, where competing small feeder lines ran 
from cities to their hinterlands like the spokes of a wheel, and 

1866 1870 1875 1880 1885 1890 1895 1900

Business, Wealth, and Protest 1866–1900

1879 George’s Progress and Poverty published

1886 Wabash case reverses Munn decision

Bradley Martin ball  1897

Carnegie’s Gospel of Wealth published 1900

1877 Munn v. Illinois

1867 Horatio Alger published first “Ragged Dick” book

1887 Interstate Commerce Commission

1888 Bellamy’s Looking Backward published

1890 Sherman Antitrust Act



them of the use of their property without due process of law, 
a violation of the recently ratified Fourteenth Amendment. 
In Munn v. Illinois in 1877, the Supreme Court ruled against 
the railroads. By a 7 to 2 vote, the Court said that the state of 
Illinois had the right to regulate commerce within the state. 
When a corporation devoted its “property to a use in which 
the public has an interest,” the Court said, that corporation 
granted the public the right to regulate that property “for the 
common good.”

It was a big victory but it was temporary. The railroads 
hired high-powered and creative business lawyers with polit-
ical connections like Richard B. Olney, a prominent Demo-
crat, and Senator Roscoe Conkling, the boss of the New York 
Republican party. Representing the Southern Pacific Rail-
road in several California cases, attorneys began to pick away 
at the Court’s reasoning in Munn while looking for just the 
right case in which to persuade the Court to reverse itself, not 
something Supreme Court justices like to do.

However, five of the nine justices who ruled on Munn re-
tired and were replaced by judges with pro-business records. 
In the Wabash case of 1886 (Wabash, St. Louis, and Pacific 
Railway Co. v. Illinois), the Court held that states could not 

regulate any of the operations of a railroad that crossed state 
lines because the Constitution reserved the regulation of in-
terstate commerce to Congress. Even a grain elevator that 
stayed where it was built, if it was owned by an interstate 
railroad, was defined as a part of the stream of commerce. 
The reversal of a decision made just nine years previously 
was unprecedented and would never be duplicated.

The Interstate Commerce Commission
The Wabash case did not kill the regulatory movement. If 
only Congress could bridle the iron horse, anti-railroad ac-
tivists demanded that Congress do so. The regulatory move-
ment was not well organized, but anger with the arrogance of 
the big railroads was widespread. 

In 1887, Congress passed the Interstate Commerce Act. 
On the face of it, the law put the railroads in reins. It re-
quired interstate railroads to publish their rates and forbade 
them to depart from these price lists and to pay under the 
table rebates such as John D. Rockefeller had collected on 
the kerosene Standard Oil shipped. Railroads were forbidden 
to charge less per mile for long hauls on routes where they 
faced competition than for shorter distances in areas where 
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The Union Pacific was the pride of the nation when it was completed in 1869. Ten years later, the railroad was denounced as an 
exploitative tyrant the length of the line, especially in agricultural Nebraska. In this cartoon, the thug straddling the locomotive is 
William Vanderbilt, son of Cornelius and notorious for replying to a reminder that the public had an interest in how he ran his 
railroads, “The public be damned.”
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a company had a monopoly of shipping. (Variable costs per 
mile were common.) The act also forbade combinations of 
railroad companies to pool business in order to avoid com-
petitive pricing. To enforce the act and to monitor rates and 
compliance, Congress created an independent federal com-
mission, the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC).

The Interstate Commerce Act calmed anti-railroad protest, 
but it had little effect on railroad company practices because 
the ICC had little power. Commissioner Charles A. Prouty 
complained, “If the ICC was worth buying, the railroads 
would try to buy it. The only reason they have not is that the 
body is valueless in its ability to correct railroad abuses.”

The railroads did not have to buy the ICC because, for al-
most fifteen years, it was given to them. The Harrison, Cleve-
land, and McKinley administrations were sympathetic to big 
business and staffed the commission with railroaders and 
their lawyers.

Railroad Consolidation
During the early 1890s, due in part to the weakness and 
amenability of the ICC, most of the nation’s largest rail-
roads were linked together in fi ve great systems. By 1900, 
all fi ve were under the control, or under the infl uence just 
short of control, of two New York-based investment banks, 
J. P. Morgan and Company and Kuhn, Loeb, and Com-
pany—the latter in league with Union Pacifi c president 
 Edward H. Harriman.

The railroaders called the bankers in because they needed 
capital to lay second, third, and fourth tracks; to replace 
aging locomotives and rolling stock; to build or purchase 
spur lines; or simply because they were broke. The federal 
government’s construction subsidies were long gone. Reve-
nues from freight charges were inadequate. Issuing new stock 
was out of the question. Although no railroad was as grossly 
overvalued as the still agonized Erie, the books of virtually 
all of them had been cooked to some extent. Every transcon-
tinental line except the Great Northern was in receivership 
before 1900. Only the great investment banks commanded 
the capital the big railroads needed to get into the black.

Investment banks were not “service banks” at which work-
ing people could deposit a dollar or so a week. They did 
not offer checking accounts to small businesses. (Personal 
 checking accounts were virtually unknown.) They dealt 
only with individuals, corporations, and institutions who 
did business in the tens of thousands of dollars and more. 
They were sales agents for the bonds big corporations and 
state and foreign governments issued when they needed 
large infusions of money. The investment banks found buy-
ers for their bonds both privately and on the open market, 
collecting handsome commissions for their services. The in-
vestment banks of the 1890s and early 1900s arranged the 
finances of corporate mergers on commission and loaned 
their own money to reliable debtors.

When J. P. Morgan and Kuhn-Loeb came to the rescue, 
however, as they did with railroads that went bankrupt dur-
ing the depression of the 1890s, they insisted that their own 
representatives sit on the corporations’ boards of directors to 

ensure that their money was well used (and repaid). By 1900, 
either the Morgan or Kuhn-Loeb banks were coordinating 
the policies and practices of most big railroads. The banks 
called a halt to the periodic and ruinous rate wars among the 
New York Central, Pennsylvania, and Baltimore and Ohio in 
the eastern states. In 1903, J. P. Morgan engineered a merger 
of the Northern Pacific and the Great Northern, two systems 
with parallel lines between the Great Lakes and the Pacific 
Northwest. 

Banker control of the railroads had several benefits. No 
more could pirates like the Erie Ring destroy transportation 
systems for the sake of short-term killings. The coordination 
of the nation’s railways also resulted in a gradual lowering 
of freight rates and even fares for passengers. Between 1866 
and 1897, the cost of shipping a hundredweight of grain 
from Chicago to New York dropped from 65¢ to 20¢, and 
the rate for shipping beef from 90¢ per hundredweight to 
40¢. J. P. Morgan’s self-justification was identical to John 
D. Rockefeller’s: Competition was wasteful and destructive; 
consolidation better served the nation as a whole, as well as 
its capitalists.

John Pierpont Morgan, the titan of Wall Street. He was the single 
most powerful man in the United States in the 1890s and 1900s 
by virtue of his bank’s reorganization of railroads and other major 
industries. In 1901, Morgan engineered the creation of United States 
Steel, the first billion dollar corporation. Morgan relished wielding 
power and the fear with which so many beheld him. But he had off-
hours interests. He compiled one of the world’s greatest private art 
collections, loved to sail his luxurious yachts, and liked to hobnob 
with Episcopalian bishops who, in return, loved his lavish hospitality.
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J. P. Morgan
In the popular mind, John Pierpont Morgan rivaled John 
D. Rockefeller as the personifi cation of the consolidation 
of power. Where were individual freedom and opportunity, 
people asked, when a secretive, sinister money power could 
decide the fate of millions of farmers and working people in 
its paneled board rooms?

It never occurred to Morgan to apologize for being a 
powerful man. He reveled in being called a titan. He was su-
premely arrogant in his undisguised contempt for ordinary 
mortals. He liked to be feared, and held in awe. Unlike Rock-
efeller, he was indifferent to the fact that he was hated. He 
was vulnerable only to ridicule. An affliction of the skin had 
swollen his nose and colored it a bright red when he was an-
gered (which was often). The people with whom he rubbed 
elbows—partners in his bank, industrialists seeking help, art 
dealers with paintings or sculptures for sale, and Episcopal 
bishops—did not mention his single human flaw.

The Sherman Antitrust Act
The Sherman Antitrust Act’s early history paralleled the 
ICC’s. It too was enacted (in 1890) only when Congress was 
alarmed by popular pressure to do something about mo-
nopolies that eliminated competition in their industries. The 
Sherman law declared that “every contract, combination, in 
the form of trust or otherwise, or conspiracy, in restraint of 
trade or commerce among the several states . . . is hereby 
declared to be illegal.” It authorized the Attorney General to 
prosecute business combinations powerful enough to con-
trol the practices of an industry, and to force them to dis-
mantle into the companies that had joined together in order 
to “restrain trade.”

Congress was treading on ground foreign to it, and some 
of the wording of the Sherman Act was careless, creating 
loopholes and technicalities soon discovered and exploited 
by corporation lawyers. Its effectiveness was also undercut by 
the fact that both the Democratic Cleveland and the Repub-
lican McKinley administrations were friendly to big business. 
Neither was interested in slapping regulations on institutions 
they regarded as the engines of the national economy. Grover 
Cleveland’s attorney general, Richard B. Olney, was a corpo-
ration lawyer who had won fame and wealth by fighting and 
usually foiling state regulatory laws. During the first ten years 
the Sherman Act was on the books, the government instituted 
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only eighteen prosecutions using it; four of them were di-
rected at labor unions which, when they went on strike, could 
be defined as “conspiracies in restraint of trade.” 

When the government did prosecute corporations, it fared 
poorly in the courts. The first major case under the Sherman 
act was brought against the most nearly perfect monopoly in 
the country, the American Sugar Company, which refined 95 
percent of the sugar sold in the United States. Winning the 
case looked like a sure thing. In U.S. v. E. C. Knight Company
(1895), however, the Supreme Court ruled that the sugar 
monopoly did not violate the Sherman act because its busi-
ness was manufacturing which was not trade or commerce. 
The Court rejected the argument that because the company 
monopolized the manufacture of sugar, it set the prices at 
which sugar was sold—and that was commerce. The Court 
ruled that the price-fixing was an indirect consequence of 
American Sugar’s monopoly and therefore not subject to 
the law.

The Knight decision effectively told business combina-
tions to go right ahead, and they did. Big business got bigger 
during the 1890s. The number of state-chartered trusts grew 
from 251 to 290. The money invested in trusts increased 
from $192 million to $326 million. 

SOCIAL CRITICS
The Interstate Commerce and Sherman Antitrust laws were 
enacted by mainstream politicians who believed that the in-
dividual pursuit of wealth was a virtue. They wished only 
to restore competition and the opportunity to succeed that 
business combinations threatened to destroy. Outside this 
mainstream, sometimes radical critics of the new industrial 
capitalism raised their voices and wielded their pens in op-
position to the new order itself. At least briefl y, some of them 
won large followings.

Henry George and the Single Tax
A lively writing style and a knack for clarifying diffi cult eco-
nomic ideas made journalist Henry George and his “single 
tax” the center of a momentous political movement. In Prog-
ress and Poverty, published in 1879, George observed what 
was obvious, but also bewildering to many people. Instead of 
freedom from onerous labor, as the machine once seemed to 
promise, industrialization had put millions to work for long 
hours in stultifying conditions. Instead of enriching life for 
all, the mass production of goods had enriched the few in 
the “House of Have” and impoverished the millions in the 
“House of Want” (“want” meaning “need”).

George blamed neither industrialization nor capitalism 
for the misery he saw around him. Like most Americans, he 
believed that the competition for wealth was a wellspring 
of the nation’s energy. The trouble began only when those 
who were successful in the contest—and those who inher-
ited property—were so wealthy that they ceased to be entre-
preneurs. They were parasites who lived off the income their 
property generated. George was at his most scathing when he 

Behind Closed Doors
J. P. Morgan liked to enjoy himself, but he was aware that 
showing off one’s wealth might arouse hostility among ordinary 
people. When Charles Schwab, one of his top associates, 
went on a spending spree in Monte Carlo, lovingly detailed 
in the newspapers, Morgan called him on the carpet for his 
indiscretion. Schwab said, “at least I didn’t do it behind closed 
doors.” Morgan snapped back, “That’s what doors are for.”
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discussed rent, income based solely on the ownership of real 
estate: land and buildings.

George called income derived from ownership “unearned 
increment” because it required neither work nor ingenuity of 
its beneficiaries. Property grew more valuable and its own-
ers richer only because other people needed access to it in 
order to survive. This value was spurious, George said. Gov-
ernment should confiscate unearned increment by levying 
a 100 percent tax on it. Because the revenues from this tax 
would be quite enough to pay the expenses of government, 
all other taxes could be abolished. “Single Tax” became the 
rallying cry of George’s movement. It would destroy the idle 
and parasitic rich as a social class. The entrepreneurship and 
competition that made the country great would flourish.

George’s gospel was popular enough that in 1886 he nar-
rowly missed being elected mayor of New York, a city where 
unearned increment from real estate was greater than any-
where in the world.

Edward Bellamy Looks Backward
Another book that became the Bible of a protest move-
ment was Edward Bellamy’s novel of 1888, Looking Back-
ward, 2000–1887. Within two years of its publication, it sold 
200,000 copies and led to the founding of 150 Nationalist 
Clubs, groups of people who shared Bellamy’s vision of the 
future.

The story that moved them was simple, its gimmick con-
ventional. A proper young Bostonian of the 1880s succumbs 
to a mysterious sleep and awakens in the United States of 
the twenty-first century. There he discovers that technology 
has produced not a world of sharp class divisions and wide-
spread misery (as in 1887), but a utopia providing abun-
dance for all. Like Henry George, Bellamy was not opposed 
to industrial development.

Capitalism no longer exists in the world of Looking Back-
ward. Through a peaceful democratic revolution—won at 
the polls—the American people have abolished competitive 
greed and idle, unproductive living because they were at odds 
with American ideals. Instead of private ownership of land 
and industry, the state owns the means of production and 
administers them for the good of all. Everyone contributes to 
the common wealth. Everyone lives decently, none miserably 
or wastefully.

Bellamy’s vision was socialistic. However, because he 
rooted it in American values rather than in Karl Marx’s class 
conflict, he called it “Nationalism.” The patriotic facet of his 
message made his gospel palatable to middle-class Ameri-
cans who, while troubled by the parallel growth of fantastic 
fortunes and of poverty, were frightened by “foreign ideolo-
gies” and talk of class warfare.

Socialists
Some Americans were attracted to the Marxist doctrine of 
class confl ict: The interests of producers were incompatible 
with the interests of capitalism and must, inevitably, destroy 
it. But old-stock American Marxists were few. Most Marxists 
were immigrants and the children of immigrants, particularly 

Germans. Briefl y after 1872, the General Council of the First 
International, the offi cial administration of world socialism, 
made its headquarters in New York, where Karl Marx had 
sent it to prevent the followers of his anarchist rival, Mikhail 
Bakunin, from taking it over.

Most German-American Marxists were social democrats, 
what revolutionary Marxists called “revisionists.” The revolu-
tionaries insisted that capitalism would be destroyed in a vio-
lent and bloody upheaval. The social democrats (like Edward 
Bellamy) held that, in democratic countries, socialists could 
come to power by winning at the polls. The social democratic 
program made more sense in Great Britain and Germany, 
where industrial workers were a majority of the population, 
than it did in the United States. In 1900, despite the explosive 
growth of industry since the Civil War, industrial workers 
numbered just 28 percent of the population. They were out-
numbered by farmers 29 million to 21  million.

In Milwaukee, Wisconsin, the local Social Democratic 
party (SDP), led by an Austrian immigrant Victor Berger 
grew rapidly during the 1890s. Berger’s base of support was 
Milwaukee’s Germans and German-Americans, who were 
more than half of the city’s population. With a program that 
emphasized its commitment to democracy, honest govern-
ment, and municipal ownership of public utilities, the SDP 
appealed to middle-class voters of German and other back-
grounds as well as to workingmen. In the early twentieth cen-
tury, “sewer socialists” like Berger won elections in a number 
of large and midsized cities.

Anarchists
Like the revolutionary socialists, the anarchist followers 
of Mikhail Bakunin thought a violent showdown with capi-
talism inevitable. They differed from the Marxists in two 
ways. First, socialists foresaw a society in which the state 
would own the “means of production,” land and factories. 
 Anarchists said that the state was itself responsible for op-
pression; the state was a creature of capitalism. Men and 
women would be free only when the state was destroyed. 
Second, whereas socialists foresaw a long campaign edu-
cating the working class before there could be a revolution, 
 Bakuninist anarchists were skeptical that the working class 
could be weaned from its acquiescence in the capitalist sys-
tem by rational argument. They believed that the revolution 
would begin when militant anarchists forced a crisis on soci-
ety by the “propaganda of the deed”: heroic individual acts of 
terrorism against capitalism and the state that resulted in vio-
lent repression and, consequently, revolution by the masses.

The 1880s and 1890s were the golden age of anarchist 
 assassinations. Anarchists killed several heads of state in-
cluding the Russian czar and the president of France. An 
anarchist assassinated the Empress Elizabeth of Austria who 
had no power but because she was popular—a celebrity. In 
1901, a self-styled anarchist assassinated President William 
McKinley who, at best, probably had only a dim notion of 
what anarchists believed. 

Anarchists were never very numerous in the United States. 
But, like Islamic terrorists today, they inspired fear and hatred 
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because of their random acts of murder. Anarchists figured 
prominently in an incident in Chicago in 1886 which led to a 
passionate campaign to destroy them.

Haymarket
In the spring of 1886, workers at the McCormick Interna-
tional Harvester Company, the world’s largest manufacturer 
of farm machinery, went on strike. The Chicago police force 
openly sided with the company and over several days of 
picketing and sporadic rioting, they killed four strikers. On 
May 4, a group of anarchists, mostly Germans but including 
a Confederate Army veteran of some social standing, Albert 
Parsons, called for a rally in support of the strike at Haymar-
ket Square just south of the city center.

The oratory was red-hot, but the speakers broke no laws 
and the crowd was orderly. In fact, the rally was breaking 
up—a downpour was threatening—when a large formation 
of police entered the square. Someone threw a bomb into 
their midst, killing seven policemen and wounding sixty-
seven. The police fired a volley, and four workers fell dead.

News of the incident fed an anti-anarchist hysteria in 
 Chicago. Authorities rounded up several dozen individuals 
who were known to have attended anarchist meetings, and 
authorities brought eight men to trial for the murder of the 
officers. Among them was Parsons and a prominent German 
agitator, August Spies. The trial was a farce. No one on the 
prosecution team knew or even claimed to know who threw 
the bomb. (His or her identity remains unknown.) Nor did 
the prosecution present evidence that tied any of the eight 
accused to the bombing. There was evidence that a disturbed 
young German named Louis Lingg had constructed bombs, 
but he had a plausible alibi. Several of the defendants had 
not even attended the rally. Parsons had been sick in bed be-
fore the rally was called and during it. There was no evidence 
against any of the defendants. 

All of which proved irrelevant. Chicago was determined to 
have scapegoats; the charge was murder but the Haymarket 
anarchists were in fact tried for being anarchists. Four were 
hanged. Lingg committed suicide in his cell. Three were sen-
tenced to long prison terms.

DEFENDERS OF THE FAITH
Industrial capitalism had plenty of defenders. Like some 
of the social critics of the era, the system’s apologists drew 
in part on well-established American values and in part on 
ideas new to the era.

Social Darwinism
Intellectuals at peace with their times found a justifi cation 
for great wealth and even dubious business ethics in a se-
ries of books, essays, and lectures by the British philosopher 
Herbert Spencer. Because Spencer seemed to apply Charles 
 Darwin’s celebrated theory of biological evolution to human 
society, his philosophy is known as social Darwinism. How-
ever, much of Spencer’s writing was published before 
 Darwin’s Origin of Species in 1859.

One of Horatio Alger’s “Ragged Dick” books for boys. They all 
preached that living a virtuous life would lead to material success, 
not usually riches, but at the least a good, secure job. His heroes, like 
this lad leaving home in Luck and Pluck, were invariably destitute 
when they ventured into the cruel but manageable world. This hero 
is unusual in that both of his parents are seeing him off. A majority 
of Alger’s young heros were half-orphans, father dead, mother poor 
but saintly.
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A Survival of the Fittest Sampler
We have unmistakable proof that throughout all past time, 
there has been a ceaseless devouring of the weak by the 
strong.
 Herbert Spencer

The ultimate result of shielding men from the effects of folly 
is to fill the world with fools.
 Herbert Spencer

Whatever capital you divert to the support of a shiftless and 
good-for-nothing person is so much diverted from some 
other employment, and that means from somebody else.

William Graham Sumner
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According to social Darwinism, as in the world of animals 
and plants, where species compete and those best adapted 
survive, the fittest people rise to the top in the social compe-
tition for riches. Eventually, in the dog-eat-dog world, they 
alone will survive. “If they are sufficiently complete to live,” 
Spencer wrote, “they do live, and it is well that they should 

live. If they are not sufficiently complete to live, they die and 
it is best they should die.”

This no-nonsense tough-mindedness made Spencer—in 
popularized dilutions—appealing to some American busi-
nessmen. Social Darwinism justified ruthless business prac-
tices and underhanded methods; they were “natural.” There 

The Last Dance of the Idle Rich

In the winter of 1896–1897, the depression hit bottom. 
Millions were out of work. The treasuries of charitable 
organizations were dry; some charities had closed their 
doors.

Frederick Townshend Martin, an adornment of New 
York high society, was having breakfast at the Fifth Avenue 
mansion he shared with his brother, Bradley Martin and 
his sister-in-law Cornelia Martin. He preserved the con-
versation that led to the most magnificent ball ever held in 
the United States—and the most notorious. What could 
they do? Bradley Martin asked. He went on

“I think it would be a good thing if we got up some-
thing; there seems to be a great deal of depression in 
trade; suppose we send out invitations for a concert.”

“And pray, what good will that do?” asked my sis-
ter-in-law, “the money will only benefit foreigners. 
No, I’ve a far better idea; let us give a costume ball at 
so short notice that our guests won’t have time to get 
their dresses from Paris. That will give an impetus to 
trade that nothing else will.”

And so it did, according to Townshend: “owing to the 
short notice, many New York shops sold out brocades and 
silks which had been lying in their stock-rooms for years.” 
Indeed, a society belle, Anne Rice, hired Native Americans 
to make her Pocohontas costume because she had heard 
that Indians were particularly hard-pressed.

No sooner did the 1,200 invitations go out, however, 
than the ball was denounced as inappropriate when 
so many people were in need. The ministers at John 
D. Rockefeller’s and J. P. Morgan’s churches both con-
demned the ball. Neither attended; nor did the young 
and politically ambitious Theodore Roosevelt (although 
his wife did). 

The ball was held on February 10, 1897, at the Waldorf-
Astoria Hotel. Reporters from the New York Times were 
stunned by the scene, although not struck dumb: a full 
page of the paper was devoted to the affair.

The grand ballroom was quite a scene of splendor. 
The eye scarcely knew where to look or what to study, 
it was such a bewildering maze of gorgeous dames and 
gentlemen on the floor, such a flood of light from the 
ceiling, paneled in terra cotta and gold, and such an 

entrancing picture of garlands that hung everywhere 
in rich festoons.

The first impression on entering the room was that 
some fairy god-mother, in a dream, had revived the 
glories of the past for one’s special enjoyment, and 
that one was mingling with the dignitaries of ancient 
regimes, so perfect was the illusion.

The ballroom was decorated to resemble Louis XIV’s pal-
ace at Versailles. The costumes were magnificent. If there 
had been a prize for the most expensive, banker August 
Belmont’s gold-inlaid armor would have won; it cost him 
$10,000. Curiously, Bradley Martin did not come as Louis 
XIV, who built Versailles, but as his great grandson, the 
irresponsible hedonist, Louis XV. So did about a hundred 
guests. There were ten versions of Madame de Pompa-
dour, one of Louis XIV’s mistresses and eight of Madame 
de Maintenon, another one.

There were no incidents outside the hotel, not even 
hooting as guests arrived. The police were surprised; they 
were prepared for a riot. So were many of those who were 
invited. Only about half of them came and, according to 
the Times, “quite a number” looked in and immediately 
hurried away.

Many seemed to have put in an appearance simply 
out of curiosity, to witness the really superb decora-
tions of the ballroom and the unique spectacle of a 
large number of persons, prominent in social circles, 
arrayed in the picturesque costumes of two, three, 
and four centuries ago.

Within half an hour after the beginning of the ball 
guests began to leave the place, some for their homes 
and others to wander about the hotel corridors. That 
the visitors had a set purpose in leaving early was 
manifest from the fact that fully half the carriages 
were ordered for before the time set for the cotillion.

The Bradley Martins carried on as usual, but not in New 
York City. The Democratic party machine that ran the city 
knew how to please working-class New Yorkers. City hall 
slapped a big property tax increase on the Martin man-
sion. In a huff, the Martins moved to London. Frederick 
Townshend Martin wrote despondently of their exile; the 
United States had lost two valuable citizens.

How They Lived



was nothing pretty about a lion bringing down an antelope 
either. However, the frank amorality of Spencer’s philosophy 
rendered it unpalatable to businessmen who, in their per-
sonal lives were, like the Rockefellers, deeply religious. They 
preferred other justifications for their success in business. 

Moreover, even outspoken social Darwinists like Andrew 
Carnegie, were highly selective in applying the “law of the 
jungle.” They appealed to it when government threatened to 
regulate their business practices. But they had no objections 
to unfair competitive advantages that enriched them like high 
protective tariffs. And they were quick to call in the state’s po-
lice power when strikers engaged them in tests of fitness.

The most important American social Darwinist was 
 William Graham Sumner. He was not a businessman but a 
university professor. Having no financial stake in business, 
he could be consistent in applying the principle that gov-
ernment should in no way interfere in economic competi-
tion. He opposed government regulation of business: “The 
men who are competent to organize great enterprises and to 
handle great amounts of capital must be found by natural 
selection, not political election.” But Sumner also opposed 
government policies that favored capitalists, including the 
protective tariff. And he objected to government interven-
tion in strikes on behalf of employers. Strikes, to Sumner, 
were legitimate—“natural”—tests of fitness between em-
ployers and their employees.

The Success Gospel
The Gospel of Success had far more infl uence among late 
nineteenth-century capitalists than social Darwinism did. 
The United States differed from other countries, its pro-
ponents said, in that there was no privileged aristocracy in 
America. Everyone had the opportunity to prosper on his 
own merits to get rich. If the competition for wealth was a 
national virtue, what was wrong with winning the contest? 
The fabulous fortunes of the new industrial and fi nancial 
elite were indicators of their talents and energy, even of their 
virtue. The Carnegies and Morgans deserved their money. 
John D. Rockefeller was quoted as saying of his fortune, 
“God gave it to me.”

Success manuals, books purporting to show how anyone 
could make good, were bought and read so avidly that pub-
lishers churned them out in quantities comparable to the 
numbers of “foolproof new diets” today. They were all much 
the same, and they were not manuals in the sense that guides 
to using Microsoft Office are manuals. They repeated the hal-
lowed old saws that hard work, honesty, frugality, loyalty to 
employers and partners, and other bourgeois virtues would in-
evitably lead to material success. Having succeeded,  America’s 
millionaires deserved not resentment but admiration.

A Baptist minister from Philadelphia, Russell B. Conwell, 
made a small fortune delivering a lecture in the same vein. In 
“Acres of Diamonds,” which he delivered to paying audiences 
more than 6,000 times, Conwell said that great wealth was a 
great blessing. Not only could every American be rich, but 
also every American should be rich. If a man failed, the fault 
lay within himself, not with society. “There is not a poor per-

son in the United States,” Conwell said, “who was not made 
poor by his own shortcomings.” Opportunities, the acres of 
diamonds, were everywhere, waiting to be collected. Those 
who already were rich were by definition virtuous. “Ninety-
eight out of one hundred of the rich men of America are 
honest. That is why they are rich.” 

Horatio Alger and Ragged Dick
Another minister, Horatio Alger, conveyed the gospel of suc-
cess to the next generation of businessmen in 130 novels 
written for boys. Unlike Conwell, who was a hypnotic lec-
turer, Alger was a terrible writer. His prose was leaden, his 
characters cardboard cutouts. Their dialogue would have put 
even their dull fellow characters to sleep. Alger’s plots were 
variations on variations of a simple, straightforward theme. 
It was a given that the goal of male human existence was to 
make money. God—or America: This was not clear; Alger 
was neither a Bible-thumper nor a fl ag-waver—put wealth 
within the grasp of all. 

The heroes of Alger’s novels were lads grappling with des-
titution; many of them were orphans, quite on their own, 
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Andrew Carnegie (second from right) with other businessmen-
philanthropists and educators at Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. 
Tuskeegee was the most famous African American college in the 
country. Its president between 1881 and 1915 was Booker T. 
Washington (front and center). In public, Washington urged blacks 
to be deferential to whites and content with manual labor. Among 
other things, his preachments made Tuskeegee a major benefactor of 
philanthropists like Carnegie. John D. Rockefeller was also generous 
with African American institutions. Spelman College in Georgia was 
named for his wife.
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although there might be an impoverished widowed mother 
waiting patiently back home for her boy to rescue her. The 
boys were honest, hardworking, loyal to their employers, and 
clean living. They might slip out of character here and there 
but their offenses were trivial. “Ragged Dick,” Alger’s first 
hero and the prototype for Tattered Tom, Lucky Luke, and 
dozens of others, was insufferably courteous.

Curiously, Ragged Dick and most of the others did not 
get rich penny by penny, putting in fourteen hours day so 
as to save a dollar a week like Lowell mill girls. Such a tale 
would have made for even duller reading. At the beginning 
of the final chapter, the Alger hero was often as badly off as 
he had been on page one. Then, however—the Horatio Alger 
touch—he was presented with what amounts to a visitation 
of grace upon him, a reward for his virtue and pluck. The 
child of a factory owner falls off the Staten Island Ferry or 
the teenage daughter of a banker stumbles into the path of 
runaway Clydesdales pulling a brewery wagon or slips into 

the Niagara River just above the falls: Alger’s boy hero reacts 
instantly, rescuing her, and is rewarded with a good job and, 
in several books, marriage to the lass whose life he saved.

So there was in the Alger books an appeal to the adolescent 
boy’s adventure fantasies. Just as God gave John D. Rocke-
feller his money, God gave a less munificent life to Ragged 
Dick. Between 1867 and 1899, Alger’s books sold 20 million 
copies. A battalion of imitators accounted for millions more. 
And yet, with pulp novels about Wild Bill Hickock and Belle 
Starr also on the market, and costing only a dime, it may be 
that the chief purchasers of the Alger books were the parents 
of adolescent boys.

Philanthropy
The weakness of the Success Gospel as a justifi cation of 
great wealth was the obvious fact that many of the country’s 
richest men got their money by practicing quite the oppo-
site of the touted virtues: dishonesty, betrayal of partners 

A banquet of wealthy gentlemen at Delmonico’s restaurant, considered New York City’s and the nation’s best for the better part of a 
century. The diners have been crowned with laurel wreaths as great athletes and poets had been honored in ancient Greece. Luxurious
restaurants like Delmonicos and the dining room at the Waldorf Hotel were still largely masculine institutions except in private dining 
rooms where gentlemen treated their mistresses. By the end of the century, however, they were welcoming married couples and even
wealthy women in all-feminine parties. The famous Lillian Russell—as a singer and actress she was not exactly “high society”—was
always welcome because she ran up a big bill. She was notorious for the size of the meals she put away. It was said that only her long-
time beau, railroad equipment salesman James “Diamond Jim” Brady, himself a long way from high society, could outeat her.
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and employers, and reckless speculation. And they grew 
richer while living lives of sumptuous luxury and leisure. 
Rockefeller’s business methods were not nearly as unethical 
as his enemies said, but he cut plenty of corners. None of the 
great magnates of the era shied away from ruthless destruc-
tion of competitors because it occurred to them that to do 
so was unchristian. It would be wrong to say that the giants 
of American industry were all Jacob Marleys and Ebeneezer 
Scrooges. But there were few Mr. Fezziwigs among them. 

There were, however, generous philanthropists among even 
the most ruthless. Horatio Alger—no multimillionaire—
supported institutions that housed homeless boys in New 
York City. Russell B. Conwell—another man of modest 
riches—founded Temple University in Philadelphia where 
poor young men could study cheaply and improve their 
prospects. Leland Stanford, James Buchanan Duke (the ciga-
rette king), and William Vanderbilt founded great universi-
ties in California, North Carolina, and Tennessee. John D. 
Rockefeller gave huge sums to churches, universities, medical 
research, and other valuable social institutions. Indeed, his 
son and heir, John D. Rockefeller Jr. paid little attention to 
business (he hardly needed to make more money); instead, 
he managed the Rockefeller Foundation and other family 
philanthropies.

Philanthropy was a better justification of huge fortunes 
than either social Darwinism or the Success Gospel, albeit a 
justification after the fact. Andrew Carnegie devised a theory 
that justified fabulous riches by the concept of stewardship. 
In a celebrated, endlessly reprinted essay entitled “Wealth,” he 
argued that the unrestricted pursuit of riches made Ameri-
can society vital. However, the man who succeeded in amass-
ing millions was merely a steward entrusted with his money. 
He had a social obligation to distribute his riches where they 
would do the most good. Carnegie said that the rich man 
who died rich, died a failure. Carnegie retired from business 
in 1901. He devoted the working hours of the rest of his life, 
almost twenty years, to giving money to useful social institu-
tions, especially libraries. Despite his extraordinary generos-
ity, he died a multimillionaire. 

The trouble with justifying very rich men with their phi-
lanthropy is that only a small minority of them were phi-
lanthropists on a vast scale like Carnegie and the Rockefell-
ers. Most of them spent their money on their own pleasures, 
gratifications, and whims.

HOW THE VERY RICH LIVED
Indeed, philanthropists like Carnegie and Rockefeller had 
less to do with reconciling Americans to the existence of a 
permanently ensconced social class that was “fi lthy rich” than 
the shallowest and least constructive representatives of the 
class. The very rich who spent their millions on what sociol-
ogist Thorstein Veblen called “conspicuous  consumption”—
conspicuous consumption in a very big way—put on a show 
for the multitudes. Then, like today, most people were more 
than content with a good show.
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Private Cars
 J. P. Morgan was partial to yachts; he never owned a private 
railroad car. For other millionaires, the custom-made “Palace 
Car” was the ultimate status symbol. In George Gould’s private 
car, guests dressed white-tie for dinner; waiters in livery served 
them on solid gold plates. The Vanderbilt family’s car could 
not always accommodate all the friends they invited to travel 
with them so they had a second one built. At Palm Beach, a 
pleasuring ground of the wealthy at the end of the century, 
twenty to thirty private cars were sometimes parked in a 
special section of the train yard. When Morgan decided to go 
somewhere he could not reach by yacht, he rented an opulent 
private car from the Pullman Company. On one occasion, he 
paid for an entire train of private cars to transport the nation’s 
Episcopalian bishops to a conference in San Francisco.

Conspicuous Consumption
The very rich competed with one another in spending their 
money by hosting lavish parties, by building extravagant 
homes, by purchasing yachts and private railway cars to get 
from one home to another, by adorning themselves with 
costly jewelry and clothing which, in the case of the women, 
they expected to wear only once. And—the ultimate in 
 nineteenth-century one-upmanship—they bought Europe-
ans with aristocratic titles for their daughters.

“High society” social get-togethers lasting a few hours 
often cost more than $100,000. At one party hosted by Harry 
Lehr, who actually took pride in calling himself the “prince 
of spenders,” a hundred dogs dined on “fricassee of bones” 
and gulped down shredded dog biscuits prepared by a French 
chef. The guests at a New York banquet ate their meal while 
mounted on horses (trays balanced on the withers) while 
the horses munched oats out of sterling silver feedbags. At 
a costume ball, guests boasted that they had spent $10,000 
on their fancy dress to others who had just boasted they had 
spent $5,000.

It was a golden age for yachting or, at least, for buy-
ing yachts. Cornelius Vanderbilt’s North Star was 250 feet 
long. Jay Gould’s Atlanta had a crew of fifty-two. Albert C. 
 Burrage’s Aztec carried 270 tons of coal; it could steam 5,500 
miles without calling at a port for more fuel. As on land, 
J. P. Morgan was champion at sea. He owned three succes-
sively larger, faster, and more opulent yachts called Corsair.
( Morgan had a sense of humor; a corsair was a pirate.)

Nowhere was consumption more conspicuous than at 
upper-class summer resorts of which the pinnacle was 
 Newport, Rhode Island. An ordinary summer “cottage” of 
thirty rooms, occupied only three months a year, cost $1 mil-
lion. Coal baron E. J. Berwind spent $1.5 million to build The 
Elms. William K. Vanderbilt outdid everyone with Marble 
House. His cottage cost $2 million; to furnish it, Vanderbilt 
spent $9 million. There was no topping that.
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function of the women of the gilded age super-rich. They 
were idler than their businessmen husbands (although 
not necessarily idler than their sons). With the exception 
of a few eccentrics like brokers Victoria Woodhull and 
 Tennessee Clafl in and investor Hetty Green, “the witch of 
Wall Street,” there was no place for women in big business. 
But they had no domestic duties beyond giving instruc-
tions to servants.

They were their husband’s adornments, mannequins on 
which to display wealth. Mrs. George Gould (Jay Gould’s 
daughter-in-law and mother of the Countess Boni de 
 Castellane) went through life best-known for the fact that 
she owned a pearl necklace that cost $500,000. Each of sev-
eral portraits of her are, in fact, portraits of her necklace.

The Grand Tour
Touring western Europe and, often Egypt, was a social “must” 
for rich Americans—for the women of the family, at least, 
when the head of household was the gruff meat-and-potatoes 
type. The “Grand Tour” was no two-week race-around. The 
grand tourists spent months, even a year or more, sopping 
up culture at ruins and museums and socializing with other 
American tourists at deluxe hotels and spas. In 1879, when a 
million foreigners visited Switzerland, the first international 
“vacationland,” 200,000 of them were Americans.

A Lord in the Family
A fad of the 1880s and 1890s—almost a mania—was the 
competition among millionaires to marry their daughters to 
titled Europeans, thus ennobling the lucky girls too. It was 
not all that diffi cult to fi nd fortune-hunting earls who were 
for sale. Accustomed to living well without working, their in-
comes were based on land that was inadequate in the age of 
industrial capitalism. It was a win-win marketplace. American 
daughter got to be introduced as “Countess” at Newport; her 
husband got plenty of money with which to maintain him-
self. A contemporary student of the phenomenon counted 
100 such matches with dowries totaling $100 million.

There were, of course, personal disappointments, even 
personal tragedies. Heiress Alice Thaw was embarrassed on 
her honeymoon as Countess of Yarmouth when her hus-
band’s creditors seized their luggage. She had to wire her fa-
ther for the money to get it out of hock. Helena Zimmerman, 
the daughter of a coal and iron millionaire from Cincinnati, 
married the duke of Manchester. For 20 years their substan-
tial bills were paid by the duchess’s father out of the labor of 
workers living on subsistence wages.

The most famous American aristocrats were the heir-
esses of two of the greatest robber barons, Jay Gould and 
 Cornelius Vanderbilt. Anna Gould became the Countess 
Boni de Castellane. Before she divorced him in order to 
marry his cousin, the higher-ranking Prince de Sagan, the 
count extracted more than $5 million from Jay Gould’s 
purse. No American businessman pocketed a fraction of that 
at Gould’s expense. Consuelo Vanderbilt was forced to marry 
the head of one of England’s proudest families, “Sunny,” the 
ninth duke of Marlborough. Sunny was not a bad sort, but he 
was superficial, and Consuelo was a talented and substantial 
woman. After she did her social duties and produced heirs, 
she divorced the duke and devoted her life to social welfare 
projects. (His marriage and consent to divorce netted Sunny 
about $20 million.)

Women as Decor
The role of young heiresses in the game of conspicuous 
waste (another of Veblen’s terms) helps to illustrate the 

Beautiful Consuelo Vanderbilt, granddaughter of rough-hewn 
Cornelius, did not want to marry the duke of Marlborough. Her 
mother virtually forced her into the match by locking her up for days 
before the wedding. There was no title of nobility higher than duke, 
and the Marlboroughs were the first among the dukes. (Winston 
Churchill was the nephew and grandson of a duke of Marlborough.) 
Consuelo married the dissolute fortune-hunting duke and did 
her duty for years. When, eventually, she divorced him, it cost the 
Vanderbilt family yet more money. On her own, Consuelo went on to 
have an admirable career, devoting her personal fortune to caring for 
poor children.
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High-society fashion emphasized women’s idleness. 
Wealthy women (and middle-class women who imitated 
them) were laced up tightly in crippling steel and bone 
corsets, which made it laborious just to move about. Their 
costume made the statement that there were other peo-
ple to perform even the least onerous physical tasks for 
them—such as lacing up their corsets.

Wealthy women were often their husbands’ conspicuous 
consumers-in-chief. While William K. Vanderbilt was not 
uninterested in building mansions, his wife, a southern belle 
named Alva Smith, was the family’s big spender (and the 
mother who forced Consuelo Vanderbilt into a marriage she 
did not want).

Avid Watchers
The conspicuous consumers were interested in impressing 
and exciting the envy of people like them. But because it 
was by defi nition display, the lifestyle of the very rich was 
well known to everyone through journalists who described 
their yachts, mansions, marriages, balls, and dinners with 
as much detail as they could discover or, when necessary, 
invent. Some journals depicted the rich with the same awe 
that, today, People magazine and “entertainment today” 
television programs lavish on movie actors and popular 
singers.

In popular songs of the day, and in the melodramas fa-
vored by working people, the idleness and extravagance of 
the filthy rich were favorite themes. They were shrewdly cal-
culated to arouse both envy and resentment but, in the end, 
justified great riches. New York’s “Tin Pan Alley,” the center 
of the sheet music business, turned out dozens of songs, a 

few of them still standards, that preached pity for the “bird in 
a gilded cage,” the wealthy but unhappy young woman, and 
the moral that because poor people earned their own way by 
working, they were more virtuous.

Popular melodramas of the day, simple plays with little 
subtlety of character and predictable plots, pitted simple, 
right-living poor people against unscrupulous rich villains 
and their arrogant womenfolk. “You are only a shopgirl,” 
said a high-society lady in a typical scene, attempting to put 
the heroine in her place. “An honest shopgirl,” the heroine 
replied, “as far above a fashionable idler as heaven is above 
earth!” Before the final curtain fell, however, the shopgirl, 
like Horatio Alger’s boys, was rewarded for her virtue by 
marriage to a rich young man.

Sensationalist working-class scandal sheets like the Police 
Gazette specialized in upper-class scandals. When the very 
rich divorced, court proceedings were reported in detail 
because, in the nineteenth century, the grounds for most 
divorces were adultery or lurid, sometimes sexual abuse. 
In 1872, the dawn of the gilded age, Jim Fisk was shot to 
death by a rival for the affections of his showgirl mistress 
Josie Mansfield. Newspaper readers could find a moral in 
the fact that Fisk’s wealth and power could not save him 
from a violent death at the age of 38. The 1906 murder 
of high-living architect Stanford White and the trial of 
his killer, millionaire Harry Thaw, made for even juicier 
news. Thaw accused White of having seduced his beautiful 
fiancée, Evelyn Nesbit. Her testimony concerning White’s 
peculiarities behind closed doors simultaneously titillated 
the public and served Thaw as a moral justification of his 
act. (He went free.)
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We Who Built 
America
Working People 1860-1900

Chapter 28

So at last I was going to America! Really, really going at last! The boundaries burst! 
The arch of heaven soared! A million suns shone out for every star. The winds 
rushed in from outer space, roaring in my ear, “America! America!” . . .

—Mary Antin

L
eland Stanford and James J. Hill thought of them-
selves as the men who built the railroads. Journal-
ists referred to Andrew Carnegie as the nation’s 
greatest steelmaker. In the popular mind, indus-
tries were associated with individuals, just as bat-

tles were identified with generals: Sherman marched across 
Georgia; Grant took Richmond; Vanderbilt ran the New York 
Central; John D. Rockefeller was Standard Oil. J. P. Morgan 
spoke of his hobby, yachting, in personal terms. “You can do 
business with anyone,” he snorted, “but you can only sail a 
boat with a gentleman.”

In reality, Morgan decided when and where his Corsair was 
to go. But it took eighty-five grimy stokers and hard-handed 
sailors to get the yacht out of New York harbor and safely 
into Newport or Venice. Stanford, Hill, Rockefeller, Carnegie, 
and other great entrepreneurs supervised the creation of in-
dustrial America, but it was created by anonymous millions 
of men and women who wielded the shovels and tended the 
machines that whirred, whined, pounded, and drilled in the 
factories and mills.

A NEW WAY OF LIFE
America’s industrial workers could not be kept below decks 
like the crew of the Corsair. There were too many of them. 
While the population of the United States more than dou-
bled between 1860 and 1900, the size of the working class 
quadrupled. In 1860, 1.5 million Americans made their liv-
ing in workshops and mills, another 700,000 in mining and 

construction. By 1900, 6 million people worked in manufac-
turing, 2.3 million in mining and construction. Industrial 
workers, once few in numbers, came to constitute a distinct 
social class second in numbers only to farmers. 

Factories
The size of the American workplace grew dramatically, a 
fact of profound signifance to the quality of working-class 
life. In 1870, the average American workshop employed 
eight people. It was owned by an individual or by partners 
who personally supervised operations, sometimes working 
at the bench alongside their employees. Kind, callous, or 
cruel as the boss might be (boss was already a familiar word, 
adopted from the Dutch), they were personally involved in 
their workers’ lives. Like it or not, they heard talk of births 
of children and deaths of parents. They discussed wages, 
hours, and conditions face-to-face with their employees. 
Even Pittsburgh’s iron mills, some of the largest factories 
in the country at the end of the Civil War, employed on 
average just ninety workers. The men stoking the furnaces 
and pouring the molten metal were not apt to chat with 
the owners of the mill, although they would know them 
by sight.

By 1900, industrial workers labored in shops averaging 25 
employees. Plants employing 1,000 men and women were 
common. The average payroll of Pittsburgh iron and steel 
plants was now 1,600, and a few companies listed 10,000 
on the payroll. Carnegie Steel employed 23,000. The men 
who directed such mammoth concerns might never step on 
a factory floor; Carnegie never did. He and men in similar 
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 importance: machinists, of course, the men who designed, 
built, and repaired specialized machine tools. In most indus-
tries, however, the machinists’ machines replaced artisans, 
doing what they had done far more quickly, twenty-four 
hours a day, and often better than hand-workers.

Most machines were tended by unskilled or semiskilled 
men in heavy industries, women and children in textiles. 
They were interchangeable—that was the point of machines. 
Their jobs required little training. Consequently, they were 
poorly paid and commanded scant respect from employers, 
small businessmen, professionals, and skilled workers. “If I 
wanted boiler iron,” said one industrialist, “I would go out 
on the market and buy it where I could get it cheapest; and if 
I wanted to employ men I would do the same.” 

Wages
The number of dollars in the average worker’s pay enve-
lope was static during the fi nal decades of the century or 
it declined. Real wages, however, actual purchasing power, 
increased because the cost of food, clothing, and housing 
dropped sharply. Today, when we know only infl ation—ever-
rising prices and paychecks—it is diffi cult to appreciate that 
an entire generation experienced little but defl ation, declin-
ing prices. Nevertheless, it happened: The working class as a 
whole enjoyed almost 50 percent more purchasing power in 
1900 than it had in 1860.

This statistic can be misleading: the skilled “aristocracy of 
labor”—locomotive engineers, machinists, master carpen-
ters, printers, and other highly trained workers—improved 
their economic situation much more than did the unskilled 
workers at the bottom of the pile. The average annual wage 
for all manufacturing workers in 1900 was $435, $8.37 a 
week. But unskilled workers were paid, on average, about 
10¢ an hour, about $5.50 a week. A girl of 13, tending a loom 
in a South Carolina cotton mill, might take home as little 
as $2 a week after various fines (for being late to work, for 
example) were deducted from her pay. In 1904, sociologist 
Robert Hunter estimated that one American in eight lived 
in poverty.

 positions were interested in wages only in the aggregate, as 
costs to be factored into prices. The number of hours in a 
workday and safety conditions concerned them only insofar 
as they translated into numbers in their ledgers. 

Ceaseless improvements in manufacturing machinery 
reduced operating costs by reducing the number of skilled 
craftsmen needed in factories. A few trades increased in 

Andrew Carnegie’s Homestead Works, the heart of his steelmaking 
empire. It was the largest factory in the world for decades. In 1892, it 
was the scene of a violent strike during which several hundred guards 
sent to disperse the strikers were captured and expelled from the town.
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Hours
Hours on the job varied from eight to fourteen. Most gov-
ernment employees worked an eight-hour day, but that was 
unusual. Workers in the building trades (bricklayers, car-
penters, plumbers, but also the common laborers who did 
the heavy lifting) usually worked ten hours. Factory workers 
(and telephone operators) worked twelve-hour days. During 
the summer months, most mills ran from sunup to sundown, 
as long as the workers could see. Indeed, it was the success of 
New England’s cotton mill workers in winning a ten-hour 
day that encouraged the mill owners to move their opera-
tions to the South. In 1880, only 5 percent of the nation’s 
cotton cloth was manufactured in the South; by 1910, more 
than half was.

The average workweek was sixty-six hours long in 1860, 
fifty-five hours in 1910. Most employees were on the job six 
or five and a half days a week. In industries that had to run 
around the clock, such as steel making (the furnaces could 
not be shut down), the workforce was divided into two shifts 
on seven-day schedules. Each shift worked twelve hours. At 
the end of two weeks, the day workers switched shifts with 
the night workers. This meant a twenty-four hour holiday 
once a month. The price of that holiday was working twenty-
four hours straight two weeks later.

True holidays were few. Christmas and July Fourth were 
almost universally observed, as were, in the northern states, 
Decoration Day (Memorial Day) and Thanksgiving. How-
ever, because of the swings in the business cycle, many fac-
tory workers had plenty of unwanted time off; when times 
were bad, employees were let go. Some industries were highly 
seasonal. Coal miners could expect to be without wages for 
weeks, sometimes months during the summer when people 
were not heating their homes.

Conditions
Conscientious employers were safety conscious. Nonethe-
less, the number of injuries and deaths on the job are chilling 
to us today. Between 1870 and 1910, there were 10,000 major 
boiler explosions in steam-powered American factories, 
almost one each workday. Between 1880 and 1900, 35,000 
American workers were killed on the job, one every two days. 
Railroads were particularly dangerous. Every year, 1 railroad 
worker in 26 was seriously injured, and 1 in 400 was killed. 
In 1910, the worst year, 3,383 railway workers were killed, 
95,671 injured.

In many cases, injured workers and the survivors of those 
who were killed on the job received no compensation what-
soever. In others, compensation amounted to little more 
than burial expenses. In the Pennsylvania coal fields, mine 
owners thought themselves generous if they allowed a dead 
miner’s son who was younger than regulation age to take his 
father’s job in the pit.

Employer liability law was stacked against workers. Most 
courts ruled that employers were not liable for an injury on 
the job unless the employee could prove that he in no way 
contributed to his accident. Short of the collapse of a factory 

roof or the boss’s son run amok with a revolver, total lack 
of responsibility for a mishap was difficult to prove. Some 
judges ruled that if an employee was injured because the ma-
chinery he operated was malfunctioning dangerously but he 
had been aware of the problem and continued to operate it, 
his employer was not liable for the consequences.

Occupational diseases—the coal miner’s “black lung,” the 
cotton-mill worker’s “white lung,” and the hard-rock miner’s 
silicosis—were not considered the employer’s responsibil-
ity. Indeed, they were not entirely understood to be job re-
lated. Poisoning resulting from work with toxic substances 
like mercury—used in gold smelters and in the manufacture 
of felt—was, despite a long history (the “Mad Hatter”) just 
beginning to be recognized as job related. Even when it was, 
employers’ attorneys could win their cases by demonstrat-
ing that the poisoned worker was aware of the risk before he 
took the dangerous job.

WHO WERE THE WORKERS?
Artisans in a few highly specialized crafts had to be recruited 
in Europe. For example, builders of churches and public 
buildings adorned with carved stone had to recruit carvers 
in Italy; there were next to no such craftsmen in the United 
States. Most skilled workers in more familiar trades were 
 native-born white males of British, Irish, or German ances-
try, or immigrants from those countries. 

Poorly paid unskilled jobs were, in the final decades of 
the century, filled by immigrants from southern and eastern 
 Europe, a few from western Asia (Lebanon, Syria, Turkish 
Armenia), French Canadians in New England, and  Mexicans 
in the Southwest. In most industrial cities, half to three-
 quarters of the workforce was foreign-born. 

Child Labor
In 1900, the socialist writer John Spargo estimated that 
1.8 million children under 16 years of age were employed 
full time. Children could be found doing all but the heavi-
est labor. Girls of 12 tended spinning machines in southern 
textile mills. “Bobbin boys” as young as 10 hauled boxes fi lled 
with spindles of thread from spinning rooms to weaving 
rooms and empty bobbins back again. Children swept fi lings 
and scraps in machine shops. Boys down to 8 worked the 
“breakers” at coal mines, hand picking slate from anthracite 
in fi lthy, frigid sheds.

In sweatshops in city tenements, whole families sewed 
button holes and finished off factory-made clothing, rolled 
cigars, or made small, cheap items like artificial flowers. Few 
employers (or working people) shared the sentiment that 
childhood was for play. Children were hired as soon as they 
were able to master the task a boss wanted done. In cities, 
children practically monopolized messenger work, light de-
livery from shops to homes, some kinds of huckstering, and, 
most famously, hawking newspapers on street corners.

In part, child labor was the fruit of greed. On the grounds 
that children had no dependents to support, employers 
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paid them less than they paid adults doing the same jobs. In 
southern textile towns, the “Mill Daddy” was a familiar fig-
ure. Unable to find work because his wife and children could 
be hired for less money, the Mill Daddy was reduced to car-
rying lunches to the factory at noon and tossing them over 
the fence.

Child labor was also an example of cultural lag. Children 
had always worked. It took time for society to recognize that 
the nature of labor in the world of steam power and the big 
factory was not the same as doing chores on the family farm. 
Relations on a farm or in a small shop were personal. The 
limited capacity of children, particularly their fatigue when 
set to tedious, repetitive tasks, was easy to recognize and to 
take into account (not that it always was). Occupying a niche 
in a massive factory, the child laborer was just a number on 
the payroll, nothing more.

Women Workers
The fi rst industrial workers were female because the fi rst 
modern industry was textiles and women had been the main-
stay of spinning. As factory work became dirtier and heavier, 
requiring greater physical strength, the workforce in manu-
facturing became predominantly male. Still, the diffi culty of 

supporting a family on one income forced many working-
class women to continue to labor for wages even after they 
married. In 1900, almost 20 percent of the total workforce 
was female. About half the workers in textiles were women, 
and the percentage in the needle trades was much higher.

With few exceptions, women were paid less than men for 
performing the same tasks for the same number of hours. 
Abysmally low pay was particularly characteristic of the 
largest female occupation. In 1900, 2 million women were 

An oyster cannery in Louisiana. Hardly a factory, it was a shed in which women shucked the oysters by hand, as they might do 
preparing dinner, except that they prepared the oysters for packing by the thousands. Pay was in pennies. The women here have 
brought their daughters to work, one not more than four years old and already learning the miserable job.
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Women in the Workforce
There was at least one woman in every occupation listed 
by the Census Bureau in 1890. More than 225,000 women 
were running farms, and 1,143 listed their occupation as 
“clergyman.” Half the federal employees in Washington 
were female. Women outnumbered men as teachers 
and waiters by five to one. There were twenty-eight lady 
lumberjacks. However, of the nation’s 12,856 wheelwrights 
(makers and repairers of wagon wheels), only one was a 
woman.



 employed for subsistence wages in domestic service: cook-
ing, cleaning, and tending the vanities and children of the 
well-off. In an age before electrical household appliances, 
even middle-class families on a constrained budget had a 
live-in maid and often a combination gardener-stablehand.

No Blacks Need Apply 
Blacks worked in southern logging, turpentine mills, and coal 
mines—all dirty, dangerous jobs—and in the most menial 
factory jobs such as sweeping fl oors. Desirable factory jobs 
were closed to them because of the racial prejudice of white 
workers North and South. Most African Americans were 
farmers. In 1900, more than 80 percent of the black popula-
tion still lived in the former slave states, most of them on the 
land. In northern cities, only low-paying service occupations 
were routinely open to blacks. They could work as domestic 
servants, waiters, kitchen workers, porters, bootblacks, and 
the like. 

The industrial color line was least flexible in the southern 
states. When the cotton industry moved south toward the 
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end of the century, mill owners drew from the poor white 
population for its workforce. Implicitly and sometimes ex-
plicitly, employees were informed that if they were trouble-
some (that is, if they complained about wages or hours), the 
companies would replace them with blacks. Their own rac-
ism kept southern mill workers among the poorest factory 
workers in the country. Rather than lose their jobs to de-
spised blacks, they lived with low wages with only occasional 
outbursts of resistance.

ORGANIZE!
The majority of workers, most of the time, tacitly accepted 
the wages they were paid and the hours they had to work. 
The alternative for the unskilled was no job at all. Neverthe-
less, they expressed their discontent or desperation or anger 
in ways as ancient as civilization. Absenteeism was high, 
particularly on “Blue Monday” after beery Sunday. In good 
times, when fi nding another job was not diffi cult, workers 
needing a holiday for health, sanity, or just plain relaxation 

A woman and a teenage girl in a southern cotton mill. The girl would not have been the youngest employee in the factory. Younger girls 
and “bobbin boys” would have been kept out of sight when this posed photograph was taken. Southern mills employed only white people,
and employees were well aware that African Americans would be hired to take their jobs if they were not docile.
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quit on a minute’s notice. Sabotage was a word just invented, 
but the practice was well understood. When the pace of work 
reached the breaking point, or a foreman stepped beyond the 
bounds of tolerable behavior, it was easy enough for a fed-up 
worker to jam or damage a machine so that it appeared to be 
an accident—and take a break while it was being fi xed. An 
angry worker who made up his mind to quit might decide 
literally to throw a monkey wrench into the works or to slash 
the leather belts that turned the factory’s machinery. 

an industrial dispute, it was war. Andrew Carnegie sat it out 
in his castle in Scotland, but his protestations of innocence 
when he returned to the United States were not enough to re-
move a stain on the humanitarian image he had cultivated.

The Pullman Boycott 
The Pullman Palace Car works just outside Chicago was a 
massive factory. Founded by George Pullman, the com-
pany made luxurious private railroad cars for millionaires 
but earned most of its money mass-producing sleeping cars 
(popularly called “Pullmans”) and dining cars for long-
 distance passenger trains. Pullman did not sell his heavily 
patented sleepers and diners. He leased them to railroads, 
thus ensuring that the company also profi ted from repair 
and maintenance too.

George Pullman was known as a paternalistic employer. 
He built a town—Pullman, Illinois—adjacent to the fac-
tory. It was not a self-governing chartered city but part of the 
business, a “company town.” Everything in it, from residences 
to shops to the water company, the sewers, and the land on 
which churches were built, was owned by Pullman company. 
In order to work for Pullman, employees had to reside in the 
town, renting their homes from the company.

Until 1894, few worker-residents objected to the arrange-
ment. The cottages in Pullman were well built and attrac-
tive, superior to housing that a factory worker could afford 
outside the town. However, the depression of the 1890s hit 
railroads particularly hard. There were dozens of bankrupt-
cies. Railroads defaulted on their lease payments and the 
bottom dropped out of new orders. Pullman cut wages by 
25 percent; that was a lot, though reductions in pay during 
recessions was a common practice. Workers preferred wage 
cuts to being laid off.

However, the company did not reduce rents and utility bills 
in the town of Pullman. Some 4,000 employees responded by 
joining the American Railway Union (ARU), a newly formed 
organization that was rapidly enlisting lower-level railroad 
workers throughout the Northeast and Midwest. The ARU 
was headed by Eugene V. Debs, a former locomotive fire-
man who had been disillusioned by the refusal of the rail-
way Brotherhoods of Engineers, Firemen, and Brakemen to 
take an interest in the welfare of the vast majority of railroad 
workers, who were unskilled. Debs founded the ARU to rep-
resent them.

When Pullman’s employees went on strike, ARU members 
working for several of the nation’s major railroads voted to 
support them by boycotting Pullman-owned sleepers. They 
refused to hook Pullmans to the trains they assembled in the 
switching yards. Debs did not want a conflict with the rail-
roads. ARU members kept the trains running—except for 
Pullman cars.

Sensing an opportunity to destroy the ARU before it was 
strong enough to shut them down, the railroads arranged for 
nonunion employees to connect U.S. mail cars, which were 
usually hooked next to the locomotive for security (they car-
ried large amounts of money), to the end of trains, behind the 
Pullmans. In order to cut the Pullmans out of the trains, yard 

Industrial Violence
Labor conflict in the United States was more violent than in 
other countries at the same stage of development. Between 
1872 and 1914, there were 7 deaths in strikes and labor 
protests in Great Britain, 16 in Germany, 35 in France, and 
more than 5,000 in the United States.

A Heritage of Industrial Violence
Most worker violence was spontaneous, but not all of it. Dur-
ing the early 1870s, Irish coal miners in northeastern Penn-
sylvania formed a secret society called the Molly Maguires 
within a fraternal lodge, the Ancient Order of Hibernians. 
Knowing the risks of the terrorism they planned, they kept 
their numbers few and were tight-knit and secretive. The 
Mollies murdered supervisors they deemed exploitative and 
destroyed mine property.

The mine owners’ efforts to identify members of the orga-
nization were stymied by the Mollies’ effective organization. 
So, several companies hired James McParland, an employee 
of the Pinkerton Agency, a company that specialized in help-
ing employers to keep their workers in line. McParland was 
an Irish-American, familiar with the culture of the coal 
miners, and he was big and strong enough to work in the 
mines. Although it took him months, he was able to infiltrate 
the Mollies. Undercover spying was dangerous; McParland 
would have been a dead man if his identity had been discov-
ered. But it was not, and he gathered evidence that led to the 
hanging of nineteen men.

During a nationwide railroad strike in 1877, workers by 
the thousands stormed in mobs into railroad yards and set 
trains and buildings afire. In a few places they fought pitched 
gun battles with company guards and, toward the end of 
the unsuccessful strike, with troops called out to put them 
down.

At the Homestead works in 1892, Andrew Carnegie’s part-
ner, Henry Clay Frick, refused to talk to strikers who belonged 
to the Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers; 
he boasted to newspaper reporters that he would crush the 
union. Enraged steelworkers besieged the gigantic factory like 
an army. When Frick brought in 300 armed guards from the 
Pinkerton Agency on river barges, the strikers attacked them 
before they could get ashore. Ten Pinkertons were killed be-
fore they surrendered whence they were marched to a train 
that took them out of town. The Homestead strike was not 
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workers had to disconnect the mail cars, shunt the Pullmans 
to a sidetrack, then reconnect the mail cars to the train.

Attorney General Richard Olney, a former corporate law-
yer for railroaders, defined their actions as “obstructing” 
the U.S. mails, a federal offense. He took the ARU to court 
and won the case. The judge declared the boycott illegal 
and ordered the ARU to desist. Illinois Governor John Peter 
 Altgeld protested, blaming the obstruction on the railroads, 
but when the workers continued to cull the Pullmans from 
trains, President Grover Cleveland ordered federal troops 
into  Chicago. Railroad workers from Oakland, California, 
to the East Coast went on a rampage, destroying Pullmans 
and millions of dollars worth of railroad property. Not until 
mid-July did the trains begin to run again. The ARU was de-
stroyed. Debs was imprisoned for defying the court order.

The Union Makes Us Strong
Violence, no matter who initiated it, almost always worked 
to the detriment of industrial workers and to the advan-
tage of employers. Violence alienated middle-class people 
who might otherwise have sympathized with poorly paid 
workers. And violence in labor disputes meant the inter-
vention of the police, state militia, and even federal troops 

ostensibly to restore order, effectively to break strikes for 
employers.

Almost every prominent labor leader of the era urged the 
members of their unions to refrain from violence for this rea-
son. Some urged workers to improve their lot at the polls; oth-
ers relied on the strike or the threat of a strike, hitting employ-
ers in the pocketbook by bringing production to a halt whence 
the union would negotiate wages, hours, and conditions.

Unionization was easier for skilled workers, the “aristoc-
racy of labor.” Their numbers were few and sharing the same 
hard-won skills gave them a sense of solidarity. If forced to 
strike in order to have their demands met, the fact that their 
employers could not easily replace them gave them immense 
leverage. Men in the building trades—carpenters, bricklay-
ers, plumbers and steamfitters, plasterers—could not easily 
be replaced if they refused to work. 

The Railway Brotherhoods rarely had to call a strike. The 
railroads could not run without them, and the brotherhoods 
cooperated. If the firemen struck, the locomotive engineers 
would not work. Consequently, most railroad companies 
recognized the brotherhoods as the bargaining agents for 
their members and negotiated an end to conflicts before they 
got started.

Members of the American Railway Union battle to cut Pullman sleeper cars out of trains they were assembling. They were not strikers. They were 
boycotting Pullmans, which were owned not by the railroads that employed them but by the Pullman Company, which leased them to the roads. 
The tactic was shrewd but did neither Pullman strikers nor boycotters any good. The federal government intervened on the ground that the men 
were interfering with the U.S. mails.
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The National Labor Union and the 
Knights of Labor
However, skilled craftsmen comprised a small  minority 
of working people in the industrial era. Recognizing this, 
 William Sylvis, a visionary iron puddler (a man who pre-
pared molten iron for casting in molds), founded the 
 National Labor Union (NLU) in 1866. Sylvis hoped to enlist 
all industrial workers in the NLU. He devoted the fi nal three 
years of his life to wandering like a mendicant friar through-
out the northeastern states, addressing meetings of workers 
in churches and fraternal lodges.

Sylvis believed that the working-class’s future depended 
on political action. He formed alliances with several reform 
groups, including the women’s suffragist movement, and 
farmers’ organizations lobbying for a cheap currency. The 
National Labor party put up candidates in the presidential 
election of 1872 but made so poor a showing that both the 
party and the NLU folded. From a membership of 400,000 in 
1872, the NLU disappeared within two years.

A different kind of national labor union was already 
on the scene. Organized in 1869 by a tailors’ union led by 
Uriah P. Stephens, the Noble and Holy Order of the Knights 
of Labor (Knights) spread its message quietly. Indeed, the 
early Knights were a secret society. Employers fired union 
organizers so the Knights, when they announced meetings 
in newspapers, did not reveal their meeting place (that was 
known to members) or even their name; they identified the 
group in advertisements as “******”. The Knights also dif-
fered from the NLU in their aversion to political action as 
an  organization. Members were urged to vote, but Stephens 
believed that the interests of working people were served by 
solidarity in the workplace, not at the ballot box.

Some Knights believed in class conflict, irreconcilable 
differences between producers and parasites: workers and 
farmers on the one hand; capitalists on the other. But the 
Knight’s concept of class lines was not as clear-cut as the line 
that followers of Karl Marx drew. The Knights barred from 
membership only saloon keepers, lawyers, and gamblers. 
They were parasites, perhaps, but hardly the people who 

ran industrial America. Stephens himself disliked the idea 
of class conflict. He looked forward to a day when all men 
and women of good will would abolish the wage system and 
establish a cooperative commonwealth.

Women were welcome in the Knights; so were African 
Americans. However, the Knights had difficulties recruiting 
Roman Catholic Irish-Americans who, by the 1870s, consti-
tuted a large and conspicuous part of the American working 
class. One problem was the Knight’s secrecy. The Catholic 
Church opposed all secret societies. A second difficulty was 
the Masonic rituals, secret handshakes, and other rigmarole 
with which Stephens, a lifelong Mason, had encrusted the 
Knights. The popes had long forbidden Catholics to join the 
Masons. Some Catholics shrugged off the ban and joined 
the Union anyway, but many others, obeying their priests, 
refused to join.

Good Catholics
James Cardinal Gibbons marshaled several arguments to 
persuade the pope to lift his ban on American Catholics 
joining the Knights of Labor. Gibbons pointed out that while 
European labor unionists who were born Catholic were now 
“misguided and perverted children, looking on their Mother 
the Church as a hostile stepmother.” American Catholic 
unionists, however, most of them Irish when Gibbons 
wrote, were famously devoted to the faith despite their 
fraternization with Protestant workers.

Indeed, Gibbons argued that Catholics were joining the 
Knights in droves ignoring the pope’s ban. They were so 
numerous that they dominated the organization. “It is not in 
the present case that Catholics are mixed with Protestants,” 
Gibbons wrote, “but rather that Protestants are admitted 
to the advantages of an association, two-thirds of whose 
members and the principal officers are Catholics.” 

Yellow-Dog Contract
Some companies required new employees to sign “yellow-
dog contracts” as a condition of getting the job. The workers 
agreed that “in consideration of my present employment 
I hereby promise and agree that I will forthwith abandon 
any and all membership, connection, or affiliation with any 
organization or society, whether secret or open, which in any 
way attempts to regulate the conditions of my services or the 
payment therefore”—a labor union, in other words.

Yellow-dog contracts were effective in discouraging open 
recruitment by union organizers. They made it essential that 
unions work secretly, which could mean indictments for 
violating conspiracy laws.

Terence Powderly
In 1879, Stephens was succeeded as Grand Master Workman 
by Terence V. Powderly, himself a Catholic. Powderly resolved 
the confl ict between the Knights and the Catholic Church on 
two fronts. He brought the Knights into the open—no more 
secrecy—and toned down the Masonic fl avor of union cer-
emonies. More important, he persuaded an infl uential Cath-
olic bishop with working-class sympathies, James Gibbons, 
to prevail on the pope to remove his prohibition of Catholic 
membership in the organization.

Gibbons succeeded and the Knights grew at a dazzling 
rate. With 110,000 members in 1885, the organization 
claimed 700,000 the next year. Ironically, for Powderly dis-
liked strikes, the major impetus of the growth was a startling 
victory by the Knights in a strike of Jay Gould’s Missouri Pa-
cific Railroad. Gould had vowed to destroy the union. “I can 
hire half the working class to kill the other half,” he growled. 
But the Knights closed down the Missouri-Pacific, forcing 
Gould to meet with their leaders and agree to their terms.



The dramatic victory and explosive growth of the 
Knights proved to be more curse than blessing. Powderly 
and the union’s general assembly were unable to control the 
new members. Instead of coordinating Knights activities 
 nationally—the rationale of any national organization—
they lost control of local leaders who called strikes, most of 
them ill-advised, in dozens of locations. Powderly fumed 
and sputtered and refused to back the rash of strikes in 1885 
and 1886. But he could not stop them. Then, in 1886, the 
Haymarket tragedy was unfairly but effectively imputed to 
the Knights. Membership plummeted. 

for example, in the case of the NLU, the “pie in the sky” dream 
of a utopian society in the future in the case of the Knights. 
Gompers had no patience with dreamers and socialists. What 
counted, he said, was a better life in the here-and-now.

Third, while Gompers believed that the strike was the 
union’s best weapon, he made it clear that AFL unions would 
cooperate amicably with employers who recognized them as 
the representatives of their employees and bargained with 
them. Make unions partners, he told employers, meaning 
AFL unions that supported the capitalist system. Industry 
would be peaceful and stable, radical anticapitalist unions 
would wither and die.

Friends of Friends
Gompers, who lived until 1924, was elected president of the AFL 
every year but one. With his carrot-and-stick approach to deal-
ing with employers—striking against those who refused to deal 
with his unions, cooperating with those who accepted them—
he saw the federation grow from 150,000 members in 1888 to 
more than a million shortly after the turn of the century.

Most employers, however, continued to hate him and the 
AFL with the same intensity with which they hated  socialists 
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Labor Day
Today, Labor Day means nothing more than the Monday 
of the long weekend that marks the end of summer. Until 
about 1960, it was a day for parades, community picnics, 
and oratory honoring those who, in the words of one of its 
founders, “from rude nature have delved and carved all the 
grandeur we behold.” The first Labor Day was celebrated in 
New York City on September 5, 1882.

In most other industrial nations, labor’s holiday is May 1. 
Curiously, “May Day” also originated in the United States. 
American unions abandoned it when, in Europe, socialists 
and communists made it their annual holiday. Most American 
unions were not only anti-socialist, they were super-sensitive 
to any allusion to socialist sympathies in their practices. 

Samuel Gompers and the American 
Federation of Labor
In the same year as Haymarket, a national labor organization 
dedicated to improving the lives of some workers was pieced 
together by several existing associations of skilled workers. 
The American Federation of Labor’s (AFL) guiding spirit was 
 Samuel Gompers, a cigar maker born in  London of Dutch-
Jewish parents who emigrated to the United States as a boy. 
Gompers astonished his fellow cigar makers with his intelligence, 
learning, toughness in bargaining with bosses, and his eloquence 
on the soapbox. He was a homely, even ugly man, squat and thick 
of body with a broad, coarse-featured face. But this uncomely 
character had very defi nite ideas about how labor organizations 
could not only survive in the United States but also become one 
of the interlocking forces that governed the country.

First, Gompers believed that only skilled workers could ef-
fectively force employers to negotiate pay, hours, and condi-
tions. He was not indifferent to the plight of unskilled labor-
ers, but he thought their cause hopeless. With the exception 
of the coal miners’ organization, AFL unions admitted only 
skilled workers to membership.

Second, the sole goal of AFL unions was “bread and butter”: 
higher wages, shorter hours, and better working conditions. 
The NLU and the Knights failed, Gompers believed, because 
they muddied the workers’ material interests by combining 
them with other reforms irrelevant to them: women’s suffrage, 

Samuel Gompers dominated the American Federation of Labor for 
four decades. He was anti-socialist, indifferent to unskilled workers, 
concerned only with “bread and butter” issues—wages, hours of work, 
safety conditions—and hoped to see organized labor and business 
cooperate without conflict.
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and revolutionary unions. “Can’t I do what I want with my 
own?” Cornelius Vanderbilt had said. The majority of Amer-
ican industrialists believed that the wages they paid and the 
hours their employees worked were no one’s business but 
their own. The worker who did not like his job was free to 
quit. In 1893, hard-nosed antilabor employers formed the 
National Association of Manufacturers to fight unions wher-
ever they appeared. 

More enlightened manufacturers led by Frank Easley and 
Senator Mark Hanna of Ohio, a former Rockefeller associ-
ate, concluded that labor unions were here to stay, a perma-
nent part of American industry. The choice was not between 
unions and no unions. The choice was (as Gompers said) 
between conservative, pro-capitalist unions willing to coop-
erate with employers and desperate, revolutionary unions 
determined to destroy capitalism. Easley and his associates 
joined with Gompers in 1900 to form the National Civic Fed-
eration. Its purpose was to work for industrial peace through 
employer–union cooperation.

NATION OF IMMIGRANTS
By the early 1900s, recent immigrants fi lled most of unskilled 
jobs in construction, manufacturing, and mining. Newcom-
ers had been arriving in swarms since the end of the Civil War. 
In 1880, 457,000 immigrants entered the country legally. The 
annual total dipped below 300,000 during the depression of 
the 1890s, but soared to new heights when it lifted. For each 
of the six years after the turn of the century, more than a mil-
lion people arrived in the United States. On one day in 1907, 
11,747 immigrants were processed at a single point of entry, 
New York’s Ellis Island. Always a stream, sometimes swollen, 
immigration was a fl ood.

The Flood
All the traditional European immigrant groups continued 
to arrive in large numbers: English, Scots, Welsh, and Irish 
from the British Isles, Dutch, and Germans. Swedes, Finns, 
and Norwegians came in increasing numbers. Beginning 
about 1880, however, an annually increasing proportion of 
immigrants came from southern Italy and the Balkan states; 
the Ottoman empire (Turks, Armenians, some Syrians and 
Lebanese); Greece; and the Austro-Hungarian empire (Hun-
garians, Rumanians, Serbs, Croatians, Slovenes). From the 
Russian empire, which included most of Poland, came both 
Christian and Jewish Russians, Poles, Lithuanians, Latvians, 
and Estonians.

Before 1880, only some 200,000 people of southern and 
eastern European origin resided in the United States. Be-
tween 1880 and 1910, about 8.4 million arrived. In 1896, the 
number of these “new immigrants” exceeded the number of 
“old immigrants” from northern and Western Europe. By 
1907, new immigrants were almost the whole of the influx. 
Of 1,285,349 immigrants registered that year, a million began 
their long journey from somewhere in a crescent shaped belt 
stretching from Sicily to St. Petersburg.

Birth Pains of a World Economy
This was not a heavily industrialized region. Most southern 
and eastern Europeans were peasants, farming small plots 
of land using traditional tools and methods. However, the 
modernization of Western Europe and the United States pro-
foundly affected their lives too. Advances in scientifi c health 
care resulted in a sharp decline in infant mortality and an in-
crease in longevity, and, therefore, a big jump in population 
from Poland to Italy. Agricultural production increased too, 
but at a fraction of the rate in the western United States and 
Canada. European peasants on small properties hand seed-
ing, harvesting, and threshing wheat could not compete with 
large and mechanized North American wheat growers even 
after the costs of trans-Atlantic shipping were factored into 
the price. Poles living in Warsaw, at the center of “the gra-
nary of eastern Europe,” could buy American fl our as cheaply 
as they could buy fl our milled from grain grown 25 miles 
away.

The bottom fell out of the standard of living in these eco-
nomic hinterlands. During the final decades of the nine-
teenth century, southern Italian and Polish farm workers 
made between $40 and $60 a year. When large landowners in 
Europe attempted to consolidate and modernize their hold-
ings so they could mechanize American style, they pushed 
peasants off the land more efficiently than declining incomes 
were doing.

The Jews of the Russian empire felt the effects of mod-
ernization in a different way. Forbidden by law to farm, 
most Russian Jews lived in shtetls, small, crowded market 
towns. Most of them survived as artisans who handcrafted 
shoes, clothing, furniture—anything that might make a 
kopek—for sale to nearby peasants. Others were retailers 
keeping small shops selling everything from luxury goods 
to books to cheap sundries. Yet others were peddlers wan-
dering the countryside selling to peasants or scavenging 
scrap iron or worn-out clothing and rags to sell to paper 
manufacturers. 

The shoes and clothing they made competed no better 
with machine-made shoes or ready-made clothing from 
England and Germany. There were simply too many shop-
keepers—ten times as many as the market could bear ac-
cording to one source—to support more than a few of them 
above the poverty line.

Divide and Conquer
A western lumber magnate explained that in order to have 
a tractable workforce, an employer should hire from several 
ethnic groups: “Don’t get too great a percentage of any one 
nationality for your own good and then mix them up and 
obliterate clannishness and selfish social prejudices.” The 
reasoning was reminiscent of the Atlantic slave traders’ 
policy of filling a ship with captives from different tribes in 
order to minimize the risk of mutiny.



Promoting Immigration
American manufacturers and railroaders encouraged immi-
gration. Until the Foran Act of 1885 outlawed the practice, 
some companies paid immigrants’ steamship fares if they 
signed contracts agreeing to work for them when they ar-
rived in the United States. Congress regarded these agree-
ments as a kind of bondage and outlawed it.

It was not against the law to advertise, however. James J. Hill 
plastered every sizable town in Norway and Sweden with post-
ers describing the richness of the soil along his Great Northern 
Railroad. South Dakota got its strange nickname the “ Sunshine 
State” in his promotional campaigns. (One advertisement had 
palm trees swaying in the balmy Dakota breezes.) One-fifth 
of Norway’s population emigrated—mostly to the West—
 between the Civil War and World War I.

The American Woolens Company of Lawrence, Massachusetts, 
circulated handbills throughout southern Italy showing a 
well-dressed immigrant worker with a sleek, black handlebar 
moustache carrying a sack marked “$$$” from the mill where 
he worked to a bank.

Employers liked immigrant laborers. In general, they ac-
cepted lower wages than Americans or “old immigrants” 
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MAP 28:1 European Immigration, 1815–1914. The “old immigrants” were western and northern Europeans. After about 1880, 
the numbers of “new immigrants,” from Italy, the Balkans, and the Russian, Austro-Hungarian, and Ottoman empires—eastern and 
southern Europe and the Near East—gradually overtook and then dwarfed the numbers of the earlier immigrant groups. Note that 
the French, who had been an important immigrant group until about 1830, were too few to be noticed as an immigrant group even 
before the Civil War. French men and women who emigrated usually went to one of France’s colonies.
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Going Home
The immigrant ships did not return to Europe empty. Some 
carried cargo; many of the ships that put immigrants ashore in 
New Orleans were designed to haul cotton, which is what they 
carried back. Ships designed as passenger vessels returned to 
Europe with immigrants who had been disillusioned in America. 
An estimated 370,697 British nationals, mostly Irish, returned 
during the 1880s. Between 1875 and 1910, 18 percent of Swedish 
immigrants went home after a year or two. In the depression 
year of 1875, about half the German immigrants to the United 
States turned around. 

Many Italian immigrants were virtual commuters known 
as “birds of passage.” They shipped to the United States, 
worked for six months or so, living frugally and saving, then 
returned to bell’Italia where they and their families lived 
(frugally) on their earnings until they were gone, whence 
they commuted once again. After 1900, about one Italian 
returned to Italy for every three that arrived. Greeks were 
even more likely to be temporary immigrants. Between 1908 
and 1931, about 40 percent of Greek immigrants returned to 
the old country.
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would and they did dirty, menial jobs that others shunned. 
The new immigrants were more docile employees than 
Americans, Germans, and Irish. Many of them intended to 
work in America only temporarily—a few months, a year or 
two—then return to their homelands. Except for the Jews 
and Christian Poles, the new immigration was overwhelm-
ingly male until well into the twentieth century: 78 percent 
of the Italians, 95 percent of the Greeks. They wanted to 
save, to spend as little on living expenses as they could; 
they had little interest in joining a union or going on strike, 
to sacrifice in the short run for the sake of a better life in 
the long run. For them, the long run was back in Italy or 
Greece.

Temporary immigrant labor was a pure economic asset. The 
“old country” had borne the expense of supporting able-bodied 
young males during their unproductive childhood years; it was 
still sustaining their women and children. In the United States, 
male immigrants were producers of wealth pure and simple.

THE OLD IMMIGRANTS
In addition to the economic push and pull that affected all 
immigrants, each national group had reasons peculiar to it-
self to leave their homelands and familiar rhythms of life to 
usually jarring experiences in the United States.

The Irish
Between the Civil War and 1900, 1.9 million Irish, Welsh, 
English, and Scots came to the United States. Except for the 
Catholic Irish, they were scarcely noticed as immigrants. 

They resembled Americans more than they resembled the 
exotic new immigrants.

Because of their religion, Irish Catholics were something of 
an exception. Anti-Catholicism was a powerful undercurrent 
in American culture. In 1887, the American Protective Associa-
tion was founded as, on the face of it, a missionary movement. 
Members swore an oath to “strike the shackles and chains of 
blind obedience” to the pope from American Catholics. 

Informally, the organization encouraged employers to dis-
criminate against Irish Catholics. Some businesses attached 
“NINA”—No Irish Need Apply—or “Protestants Only” to 
their help wanted ads in newspapers. Anti-Irish prejudice 
was respectable among genteel northeastern Republicans 
because of the Irish attachment to Democratic political ma-
chines in Boston, New York, Chicago, and, to a lesser extent, 
Philadelphia.

Ironically, Irish-Americans took zestfully to America and 
exhibited a bombastic patriotism. So numerous almost ev-
erywhere that they could insulate their personal lives from 
prejudice, the Irish parlayed their cohesive sociability and 
bent for eloquence into becoming a formidable political 
force. By the 1880s, Irish immigrants and second-generation 
Irish-Americans dominated the leadership councils of the 
Democratic party in most big cities, including San Francisco. 
In fact, it was among the Irish of California that the first 
American anti-immigrant legislation since the Alien Acts of 
1797 had its orgins.

Guests of the Golden Mountain 
Chinese workers, mostly from the overpopulated south 
of China, had been coming to the United States since the 

A pro-Chinese cartoon. It shows Chinese immigrants as orderly and industrious. The fact that two of the men are minding white children 
indicates that this sentiment was middle and upper class, for whom many Chinese worked as domestic servants. The women scowling at 
the Chinese were immediately identifiable to nineteenth-century readers as Irish from their upturned noses, the usual tip-off. Indeed, 
Irish-American workingmen in San Francisco were the core of the anti-Chinese movement.
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 California Gold Rush. This immigration too was a nearly 
all-male affair: young men who planned to make a bundle 
and return home. In 1860, the census counted 35,000 Chi-
nese living in California; only 1,800 of them were women, 
most of them prostitutes.

“Americans are a very rich people,” a promoter explained, 
and “they want the Chinaman to come and will make him 
welcome.” The “celestials,” as whites called them (China was 
known as the “Celestial Kingdom”) were not welcome in 
 California’s rich placer mines but, in groups, they scraped 
out a living in diggings that Caucasians had abandoned. 
When they played out, the immigrants found employment 
in menial, low-paying work, as domestic servants, maids, 
nannies, cooks, gardeners, and stablehands. The “Chinese 

Double Standard
Rudyard Kipling commented on American (and Irish-American) 
prejudice against immigrants when visiting San Francisco 
in 1889: 

The Chinaman waylays his adversary and methodically chops 
him to pieces with a hatchet. Then the Press roar about the 
brutal ferocity of the Pagan. The Italian reconstructs his friend 
with a long knife. The press complain on the waywardness of 
the alien. The Irishman and the native Californian in the hours 
of discontent use the revolver, not once but six times. The press 
records the fact and asks in the next column whether the world 
can parallel the progress of San Francisco.
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Here and there in the West, individual Chinese 
were not despised. Between 800 and 900 
Chinese lived peacefully among their white 
neighbors in John Day, Oregon, for decades. 
Ing Hay was an herbalist whom many whites 
“swore by” rather than go to local physicians. 
When they asked that he be prosecuted for 
practicing medicine without a license, the 
county attorney told him he could not find 
a jury that would vote for conviction. Lung 
On became quite wealthy from a variety of 
enterprises. Ing Hay thought he got along too 
well with several white women of the town. 
He scolded Lung On for sleeping with them. 
Markee Tom (shown here, left) was a cowboy 
who rode and bunked with white cowboys as 
an equal. In fact, he was highly esteemed for 
his skills. Markee Tom joked that he was “an 
oriental barbarian.” Here and There, African 
Americans still found employment on cattle 
rancher. “Nigger Bill” won “best rider” awards 
in Ada County, Idaho almost every year at the 
end of the 1890s. The four Negro regiments in 
the army were stationed in the western states 
but they won no popularity contests.
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 laundry” was ubiquitous in western towns as were, soon 
enough,  Chinese restaurants.

Race, their radically different culture and folkways, and 
their own contempt for “barbarians” kept the Celestials in 
closed, tight-knit communities. “When I got to San Francisco,” 
wrote Lee Chew, who became a wealthy businessman, “I was 
half-starved because I was afraid to eat the provisions of the 
barbarians. But a few days living in the Chinese Quarter and I 
was happy again.” Leaders of the Gum Shan Hok—the Guests 

of the Golden Mountain—encouraged the immigrants to 
stick to themselves. “We are accustomed to an orderly soci-
ety,” explained a leader of San Francisco’s Chinatown, “but it 
seems as if the Americans are not bound by rules of conduct. 
It is best, if possible, to avoid any contact with them.”

When the construction of the first transcontinental rail-
road began in 1864, Chinese immigration increased. Where 
3,000 to 6,000 Chinese had entered California each year, after 
1868, the annual immigration jumped to 23,000.

The New Immigrant’s odyssey began with a send-off by 
relatives and neighbors. It was inevitably an emotional 
occasion such as Mary Antin described when with her 
mother, she left the tight-knit Jewish town in Russia where 
she grew up: 

The procession resembled both a funeral and a tri-
umph. The women 
wept over us, remind-
ing us eloquently of 
the perils of the sea, of 
the bewilderment of a 
foreign land, of the 
torments of home-
sickness that awaited 
us. They bewailed 
my mother’s lot, who 
had to tear herself 
away from blood re-
lations to go among 
strangers; who had 
to face gendarmes, 
ticket agents, and sail-
ors, unprotected by 
a masculine escort; 
who had to care for 
four young children 
in the confusion of 
travel, and very likely 
feed them trefah or 
see them starve on the 
way. Or they praised 
her for a brave pilgrim, and expressed confidence in 
her ability to cope with gendarmes and ticket agents, 
and blessed her with every other word, and all but 
carried her in their arms.

Luggage was minimal, at most a cheap suitcase or bundle 
per person stuffed with clothing; a blanket or down-filled 
comforter; a treasured keepsake; sometimes a vial of the 
soil of the native land that most would never see again.

Most Italians made their way to Naples, fewer to Genoa 
in the north. In Greece, all peninsulas and islands, there 

would usually be a ferry ride to Piraeus, the port of 
 Athens. From deep within Russia, Lithuania, and Poland, 
there would be a long train ride to a German port, Bremen 
or (in Mary Antin’s instance) Hamburg. While the Czarist 
regime provided both Christians and Jews with excellent 
reasons to flee, it did not help emigrants. German steam-
ship lines built “villages” where emigrants could live while 

they waited for a ship 
with room for them.

By the end of the 
century, tickets were 
cheap thanks to heated 
competition among 
steamship companies 
for passengers in steer-
age, the lowest class of 
accommodation: $34 
from Hamburg to New 
York, $15 from Naples, 
as low as $10 from Liv-
erpool, the chief port 
of Irish embarkation. 
There were humiliating 
but important ceremo-
nies on departure day: a 
rude bath and fumiga-
tion for lice, and an ex-
amination by company 
doctors for contagious 
diseases (especially tu-
berculosis), insanity, 

feeblemindedness, and trachoma, an inflammation of the 
eye that leads to blindness and was endemic in Italy and 
Greece. The United States refused entry to anyone with 
those diseases, and the ship that brought them over was 
required to take them back at its expense.

Steerage was crowded; large steamships carried as many 
as 1,700 steerage passengers. “It is a congestion so intense,” 
one immigrant recalled, “so injurious to the health and 
morals that there is nothing on land to equal it!” Emigrat-
ing by steamship, however, was not nearly the ordeal it 
had been during the age of sail. The fastest ships made the 

Crossing the Atlantic
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The dining hall at Ellis Island, the most important port of entry for the 
new immigrants. The diners here, of many ethnic groups, would have 
found the food unfamiliar and, perhaps, disagreeable. But their chief 
concern would have been the fact that their entrance to New York City 
had been delayed for some reason. (Immigrants who passed quickly 
through Ellis Island were not there long enough to have a meal.)



Keeping John Chinaman Out
As long as there was plenty of work for all in the developing 
West, hostility to the Chinese was restrained. In 1873, how-
ever, the depression hit California hard, bringing widespread 
unemployment. The Chinese were natural scapegoats. In 
1877, when the Chinese were 17 percent of California’s popu-
lation, a San Francisco teamster named Denis Kearney began 
to orate on the city’s “sandlots”—empty properties—blaming 

the joblessness among his largely Irish audiences on the will-
ingness of the Chinese to work for less than an  American 
needed in order to survive. From infl ammatory  rhetoric, 
Kearney moved on to leading rampages through San 
 Francisco’s Chinatown and the violence spread throughout 
the state. Once sizable Chinatowns in Oroville and  Marysville 
 disappeared overnight when white mobs literally drove the 
Chinese out. As late as 1885, an anti-Chinese pogrom in 
Rock Springs, Wyoming, left twenty-eight Chinese dead.

How They Lived

crossing in eight days; Mary Antin’s ship took sixteen. She 
quoted from a long letter she wrote to her uncle during 
the voyage:

For sixteen days the ship was our world. My letter 
dwells solemnly on the details of the life at sea, as if 
afraid to cheat my uncle of the smallest circumstance. 
It does not shrink from describing the torments of 
seasickness; it notes every change in the weather. A 
rough night is described, when the ship pitched and 
rolled so that people were thrown from their berths; 
days and nights when we crawled through dense fogs, 
our foghorn drawing answering warnings from invis-
ible ships. The perils of the sea were not minimized 
in the imaginations of us inexperienced voyagers. 
The captain and his officers ate their dinners, smoked 
their pipes and slept soundly in their turns, while we 
frightened emigrants turned our faces to the wall and 
awaited our watery graves.

There were no cabins for emigrants until after 1905; they 
lived in large chambers between the bulkheads. Men and 
women (with their children) slept in separate compart-
ments; families united only during the day. Bickering and 
fistfights were common, although there was not much 
sexual depredation because there was no privacy! Except 
when the weather was bad, almost everyone preferred sit-
ting on the open deck to huddling in the hold.

Cooking was prohibited, except the brewing of tea on 
the open deck. Meals, included in the price of passage 
(another change from sailing ships) were, unsurprisingly, 
simple and rarely very good. (The German and Italian 
governments tried to improve the quality of food and 
cookery.) Meals were taken in shifts: The final breakfast 
shift was followed immediately by the first dinner shift. 
Even when meals were decent and prepared in sanitary 
galleys, the ship’s galley could not please every ethnic 
group’s preferences. Immigrant manuals recommended 
smuggling familiar sausages or cheeses on board. Between 
meals the immigrants chatted, sewed, played games, sang, 
danced, studied English, read and reread manuals and 
letters from friends and relatives who were already in the 
United States.

In 1892, the United States Immigration Service opened 
a facility designed specifically for the rapid processing of 
newcomers on Ellis Island, a landfill island in New York 
harbor. It was laid out so that a continuous stream of im-
migrants flowed between pipe railings through corridors 
and examination rooms to be inspected by physicians, 
nurses, and officials. Ellis Island, its architects boasted, 
could handle 8,000 people a day. Fifteen thousand immi-
grants passed through on some days.

Instructions were bawled over loudspeakers in half a 
dozen languages; children wailed, anxious parents called 
for their lost children. The first person to examine the 
immigrants was a doctor expected to make an instant 
diagnosis of afflictions for which the newcomers might 
be denied entry. If he saw a facial rash, he marked a large 
F on the immigrant’s clothing with a piece of soft white 
chalk. People so marked were cut out of the queue and 
examined more closely. H meant suspected heart dis-
ease; L meant a limp and examination for rickets (chil-
dren were made to do a little dance); a circle around a 
cross meant feeblemindedness and immediate return to 
the ship. 

Next came a specialist in trachoma, then a usually quick 
interview with an immigration officer. Everyone was pre-
pared for the trick question: “Do you have a job waiting 
for you?” Immigrant manuals cautioned in capital letters 
NOT to reply in the affirmative. The Foran Contract Labor 
Law of 1885 forbade making agreements to work before 
arriving in the United States. 

About 80 percent of those who entered Ellis Island 
were given landing cards within a few hours. They 
boarded ferries to Manhattan, and the government was 
through with them. Now, a horde of hustlers who made 
their living by offering “services” took charge. Again in 
a babel of languages, previously arrived countrymen 
shouted that they could offer jobs, provide train tickets, 
change currency, recommend an excellent boardinghouse. 
Some, not many, were honest. Every large ethnic group 
in the United States eventually founded aid societies to 
provide newcomers with real services to protect them 
from being swindled as soon as they arrived in the land 
of opportunity.
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In 1882, Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act. 
 Chinese diplomats, merchants, teachers, and  students could 
still be admitted. Amendments to the act permitted close 
relatives of Chinese already settled in the United States 
to join them. Otherwise, Chinese immigration was 
 forbidden.

The principal port of entry after the Exclusion Act was 
Angel Island in San Francisco Bay. Applicants for admission 
were detained there until they passed examinations—often 
hundreds of examinations—to determine their eligibility 
to cross the bay. Some were asked hundreds of questions 
to determine if they were actually related to the Chinese 
American whose name they gave. European immigrants 
passing through New York’s Ellis Island were detained a 
few hours on average; the typical detention time on Angel 
Island was two weeks and some unfortunates lived there 
for months.

By the end of the century, would-be Chinese immigrants 
knew to hire San Francisco lawyers—“the very best attorneys 
in the city,” according to the immigration service—before 
they left Canton. The retainer was $100, but it was worth it; 
about half the immigrants denied entry on Angel Island won 
their cases in court.

There was a small illegal immigration. A few brave souls 
rowed ashore from ships through the surf to thinly popu-
lated stretches of beach. Some snuck across the border from 
Canada, where the anti-Chinese legislation was somewhat 
less rigorous. The Mexican border was a better bet. Mexico 
encouraged Chinese immigration and an estimated 80 per-
cent of Chinese entering Mexico continued on to the United 
States.

In small numbers, Japanese began to trickle into  California, 
many via Hawai’i, an independent kingdom with close ties 
to America. Paradoxically, whites resented them not because 
they accepted substandard wages as the Chinese did, but be-
cause the Japanese were ambitious to own and farm their 
own land and many of them prospered in a remarkably short 
time.

Germans and Scandinavians
The immigration of Germans was constant for 200 years 
beginning in the early 1700s. Before the Civil War, a ma-
jority of German immigrants were Protestant. After the 
war, a majority of the 4.4 million Germans who came to 
the United States, an average of about 100,000 a year, were 
Catholic, especially after 1873 when the German chancel-
lor, Otto von Bismark, instituted the Kulturkampf, a series 
of anti-Catholic laws.

Because many had owned land in Germany, German im-
migrants were generally better off than other immigrants of 
the period. While many of them settled in northeastern cit-
ies like other immigrants, the majority moved to the upper 
Midwest to buy farms. Wisconsin was heavily German in 
the late nineteenth century. As many Milwaukeeans spoke 
German as spoke English as their first language. Nationally, 

about 800 German language newspapers were being pub-
lished in 1900.

Scandinavians also inclined to become farmers. 
 Norwegians predominated in many counties in Wisconsin 
and Minnesota. Swedes and Finns (who were historically 
tied to Sweden) were the largest ethnic group in Minne-
sota. Swedes were also a conspicuous minority in the log-
ging country of the Northwest and Finns in the iron mines 
of the Mesabi Range.

Ethnic groups that were numerous over large rural 
areas found adaptation to the New World comparatively 
easy  because they could approximate familiar ways. They 
founded schools that were taught in their native lan-
guages, newspapers and other periodicals, European-style 
 fraternal  organizations—the Germans’ athletically oriented 
Turnverein; the Norwegians’ musical Grieg societies. They 
continued to eat familiar foods and to raise their children by 
traditional rules.

The hardships these immigrants faced were not culture 
and discrimination but problems common to all settlers of 
new lands in the West. Olë Rolvaag, a gloomy Norwegian-
American writer, focused on the loneliness of life on the 
northern prairies; he did not write much about cultural 
alienation.

Sephardic and German Jews
Sephardic Jews (Jews descended from the Jews expelled from 
Spain and Portugal in the 1490s) were not numerous and, 
therefore, threatened no one. Moreover, they were generally 
well educated, sophisticated, and often well fi xed. They eased 
into middle- and upper-class society before the Civil War, 
especially in Charleston and New Orleans. Jefferson  Davis’s 
strongest political ally in the Confederacy was Judah P. 
 Benjamin, a Sephardic Jew. Supreme Court justice Benjamin 
Cardozo had Sephardic ancestry, as did the fi nancier and 
presidential adviser, Bernard Baruch of South Carolina. By 
1880, there were about 150,000 German Jews in the United 
States. Most were small businessmen; rare was the southern 
town without its Jewish dry goods store. In New York City, 
German Jews dominated the ready-made clothing industry. 

Hold Fast!
It may well be that a foolish immigrant here and there believed 
that American streets were paved with gold. But there is no hint 
that the United States offered the easy life in an immigrants’ 
manual of 1891.

Hold fast, this is most necessary in America. Forget 
your past, your customs, and your ideals. Select a 
goal and pursue it with all your might. No matter what 
happens to you, hold on. You will experience a bad 
time, but sooner or later you will achieve your goal.



Of 241 garment manufacturers in the city in 1885, 234 were 
owned by Jews.

While preserving their Jewish identity, German Jews as-
similated quickly to American ways. Led by Rabbi Isaac Mayer 
Wise of Cincinnati, they founded Reform Judaism. Reform 
communities abandoned the distinctively  Jewish dress and 
the earlocks (hair at the temples grown long and curled) and 
other medieval encrustations common in  European Jewry. 
Reform Jews rejected the ancient dietary laws of the Hebrews 
and the even more elaborate food rules added by medieval 
rabbis. They regarded them as irrelevant or, at least, as iso-
lating Jews from gentiles. The German Jewish  immigrants 
embraced mainstream American culture. In 1880, all but 
8 of the 200 synagogues in the United States were Reform 
synagogues. 

The New Jewish Immigration
Jews from Eastern Europe—the Russian empire and 
 Romania—who emigrated in large numbers beginning in 
1881, were altogether different. They were Orthodox in 
their religion—highly traditional. By 1890, the number of 
synagogues in America increased from 200 to 533; virtually 
all the news ones were Orthodox. The Eastern European 
Jews spoke Yiddish—“Jewish,” their own language derived 
from medieval German and as central to their culture as 
their religion. The men dressed in somber clothing and 
wore skull caps. Married women sheared their hair and 
covered their heads with shawls. Like the Irish, unlike the 
Germans, most of them were virtually penniless when they 
arrived. They had been poor in Russia and spent what little 

they had getting to America. (On average, Ellis Island im-
migrants stepped ashore with $31.39.) The men were much 
more likely to be skilled artisans than other immigrants 
were, 66 percent compared to 20 percent of all new im-
migrants. They emigrated as families—men, women, and 
 children—and had no intention of returning to Europe. 
Only 5 percent ever sailed east.

The Yiddish-speaking Jews came to the United States 
for good because of brutal, state-abetted persecution in 
Russia and Romania. In 1881, a wave of more than 200 
pogroms (rampages by Christian peasants through Jewish 
towns) swept over Russia and the Ukraine. Even in Kiev, a 
large city, mobs stormed through the Jewish quarter burn-
ing shops and businesses and beating Jews. The next year, 
the pogroms spread into Poland, reaching as far as War-
saw. At first, authorities tried to stop the violence. More 
than 4,000 rioters were arrested and, in Poland, Catholic 
priests were ordered to condemn the violence from the 
pulpit.

Jews concluded they had no future in the Russian em-
pire. They were right. There were localized pogroms almost 
every year of the 1880s and 1890s, and many police officers 
found it convenient to be out of town when they erupted. 
In 1903, beginning in Bessarabia (Moldavia and Romania), 
pogroms were bigger, more vicious, and more widespread 
than in 1881–1882. There were 660 just in two weeks in 
November. More than 300 Jews were killed just in Odessa. 
This time, Czar Nicholas II virtually blessed the violence. 
Altogether some 5 million Jews fled Russia and Romania, 
mostly for the United States between 1881 and 1914. 
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ONLINE RESOURCES

Find additional resources, including primary source docu-
ments, images, interactive maps, simulations, chapter review 
exercises, and Internet links at

The American Past companion Web site
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e

American History Resource Center
http://ushistory.wadsworth.com/
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Homestead, p. 466

American Railway Union, p. 466

new immigrants, p. 470

“NINA”, p. 472

Use the following listing of key terms to review important 
fi gures, events, locations, and concepts covered in this chap-
ter. A glossary of these terms is available on The American 

Past companion Web site: www.cengage.com/ history/conlin/
tap9e

www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e
http://ushistory.wadsworth.com/
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e
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DISCOVERY

How did new technologies and economic development interact in late 
nineteenth century America?
Economics and Technology: Based on your reading in the preceding chapters and this photograph and map, 
explain the geographic factors that influenced where the transcontinental railroads were built and the technological 
challenges construction presented the railroad companies. What was the federal government’s role in the construction 
of the transcontinentals?  How did it differ from the part the government played in the canal construction boom in 
the eastern states a generation earlier? What was the government’s interest in building transcontinental railroads?
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To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”

Was industrialization revolutionary—an “industrial revolution?” Why? 
Why not?

Culture and Society: Why did European immigrants flock to the United States in such colossal numbers 
beginning about 1880?  How did already established Americans such as Edward Ross in Old World in the New view 
these “new immigrants”?  To the these views differed from American views of immigrants before about 1880, why 
the change?

Edward A. Ross, The Old World in the New (1914)

American Blood And Immigrant Blood

As I sought to show, near the end of my initial chapter, the 
conditions of settlement of this country caused those of 
uncommon energy and venturesomeness to outmultiply 
the rest of the population. Thus came into existence the 
pioneering breed; and this breed increased until it is safe 
to estimate that fully half of white Americans with native 
grandparents have one or more pioneers among their 
ancestors. Whatever valuable race traits distinguish the 
American people from the parent European stocks are 
due to the efflorescence of this breed. Without it there 
would have been little in the performance of our people 
to arrest the attention of the world. Now we confront 
the melancholy spectacle of this pioneer breed being 
swamped and submerged by an overwhelming tide of 
latecomers from the old-world hive. Certainly never since 
the colonial era have the foreign-born and their children 
formed so large a proportion of the American people as 
at the present moment. I scanned 368 persons as they 
passed me in Union Square, New York, at a time when the 
garment-workers of the Fifth Avenue lofts were returning 
to their homes. Only thirty-eight of these passers-by had 
the type of face one would find at a county fair in the 
West or South.

In this sense it is fair to say that the blood now being 
injected into the veins of our people is “sub-common.”…
Observe immigrants not as they come travel-wan up 
the gang-plank, nor as they issue toil-begrimed from 
pit’s mouth or mill gate, but in their gatherings, washed, 

combed, and in their Sunday best. You are struck by the 
fact that from ten to twenty per cent are hirsute, low-
browed, big-faced persons of obviously low mentality. 
Not that they suggest evil. They simply look out of place 
in black clothes and stiff collar, since clearly they belong 
in skins, in wattled huts at the close of the Great Ice Age. 
These oxlike men are descendants of those who always 
stayed behind. Those in whom the soul burns with the 
dull, smoky flame of the pine-knot stuck to the soil, and 
are now thick in the sluiceways of immigration. Those 
in whom it burns with a clear, luminous flame have 
been attracted to the cities of the home land and, having 
prospects, have no motive to submit themselves to the 
hardships of the steerage.

To the practised eye, the physiognomy of certain 
groups unmistakably proclaims inferiority of type. I have 
seen gatherings of the foreign-born in which narrow 
and sloping foreheads were the rule. The shortness and 
smallness of the crania were very noticeable. There was 
much facial asymmetry. Among the women, beauty, aside 
from the fleeting, epidermal bloom of girlhood, was quite 
lacking. In every face there was something wrong—lips 
thick, mouth coarse, upper lip too long, cheek-bones 
too high, chin poorly formed, the bridge of the nose 
hollowed, the base of the nose tilted, or else the whole face 
prognathous. There were so many sugar-loaf heads, moon-
faces, slit mouths, lantern-jaws, and goose-bill noses that 
one might imagine a malicious jinn had amused himself 
by casting human beings in a set of skew-molds discarded 
by the Creator.
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Big City Life
Urban America 1865–1917

Chapter 29

The mobs of great cities add just so much to the support of pure government as sores 
do to the strength of the human body.

—Thomas Jefferson

I have an affection for a great city. I feel safe in the neighborhood of man, and enjoy 
the sweet security of streets.

—Henry Wadsworth Long fellow

F
our of five of the new immigrants settled in the 
Northeast, most of the rest in midwestern indus-
trial cities. They transformed the big cities of both 
regions. By the first years of the twentieth century, 
immigrants and their children made up half the 

population of Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and Seattle; 60 per-
cent in Buffalo, Detroit, and Minneapolis; 70 percent in New 
York, Chicago, and Milwaukee. There were 3,000  Italians 
in Philadelphia in 1870, 77,000 in 1910, 155,000 in 1930. 
 Chicago’s Polish population in 1870 was 10,000; in 1910, al-
most 250,000 Chicagoans were Polish. New York City already 
had a large Jewish population in 1880: 80,000. In 1920, there 
were 1.25 million Jews in the “promised city.”

THE FOREIGN CITY
Generous-minded Americans looked on the immigrants 
from southern and eastern Europe as exotics; others were 
contemptuous of them or feared they were destroying the 
country. The newcomers did not look like old-stock white 
Americans. Greeks, Armenians, Assyrians, Lebanese, and 
southern Italians were swarthy, a formidable handicap in 
a nation that drew a sharp color line. Christian Poles and 
other Slavs were “hirsute, low-browed, big-faced persons of 
obviously low mentality.” Jews were undersized, “stunted.” 
The immigrants’ religious practices and other customs were 
alien to Americans. The Russian Jews disappeared from the 
streets on Saturday, observing the sabbath. Then they turned 

Sunday—still a sabbath to some Protestants—into a raucous 
market day. Irish priests and bishops were scandalized by the 
“pagan” processions of Sicilians and Neapolitans, who carried 
statues of the Madonna accompanied by brass bands blaring 
out music that sounded anything but sacred. The rituals of 
the Orthodox Greeks, Ukrainians, and Balkan immigrants 
with their Byzantine-clad priests were equally unsettling.

In a novel of 1890, A Hazard of New Fortunes, William Dean 
Howells sent Basil March, a genteel middle-class American, 
on a ride on a New York city elevated train. March “found 

Race Suicide
Some Americans consoled themselves that the undesirable 
foreignness of the immigrants would be eliminated when 
the newcomers intermarried with old-stock Americans. 
Not, however, Chester Rowell, a California journalist who 
shivered at the prospect of racial mixing.

Castilian hidalgo mixed with Digger Indian made your 
servile peon. The blood of Athens and Sparta, mixed 
with Turk and Tatar, made your track-walking Greek. The 
original Aryan race, source of all the enlightenment and 
civilization in the world, mixed with the aboriginal black 
blood of India, makes your low-caste Hindu. And just these 
three wrecks of once proud races are being imported to 
repeat the same process here. It is the most dangerous 
possible form of race suicide, and must be stopped.
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called the newcomers “uneducated paupers” with “stunted 
minds” and “warped” characters. Another German Jew said 
that they were “slovenly in dress, loud in manners, and vulgar 
in discourse.” Well-to-do German Jews never did warm to the 
eastern Europeans socially, but they organized and financed 
the United Hebrew Charities to aid them.

Hester Street, on the Lower East Side of New York, was a major Jewish 
commercial center. On the ground floor of every building was a shop; 
stalls lined the sidewalks, pushcarts the curbs. Saturday—the Jewish 
sabbath—was quiet, but Sunday was a noisy, bustling market day, a 
fact that scandalized old-stock Americans.
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the variety of people in the car as unfailingly entertaining as 
ever,” but he felt like a foreigner in someone else’s country. 
Even the Irish, who ran the city, were outnumbered by 

the people of Germanic, Slavonic, of Pelagic [Mediter-
ranean], of Mongolian stock. . . . The small eyes, the 
high cheeks, the broad noses, the puff lips, the bare, cue-
 filleted skulls, of Russians, Poles, Czechs, Chinese, the 
furtive glitter of Italians, the blonde dullness of Germans; 
the cold quiet of Scandinavians—fire under ice—were 
aspects that he identified, and that gave him abundant 
suggestion for the . . . reveries in which he dealt with the 
future economy of our heterogeneous commonwealth.

A Patchwork Quilt
Immigrants clustered in their own neighborhoods, “ethnic 
ghettos.” A map of New York, wrote journalist Jacob Riis in 
1890, “colored to designate nationalities, would show more 
stripes than the skin of a zebra and more colors than the rain-
bow.” The same was true of Boston, Philadelphia, Cleveland, 
and Chicago. A large portion of Buffalo was called Polonia. 
Even some smaller industrial towns were ethnic mélanges. In 
Lawrence, Massachusetts, a textile town, more than twenty 
languages and probably twice that many dialects were spoken.

There were ghettos within ghettos. In New York City’s 
Greenwich Village, a largely Italian community in the early 
twentieth century, immigrants from the region of Calabria 
monopolized housing on some streets, immigrants from 
 Sicily on others. On these regional blocks, investigators dis-
covered, Italians from the same town were the sole occupants 
of some apartment houses; this one was the “Agrigento ten-
ement,” next door the “Catania tenement.” Grocery stores, 
bakeries, cafés, and restaurants announced themselves not as 
“Italian” but as Campanian or Apulian.

The same held true like on New York’s Jewish Lower East 
Side. Galician Jews (from a province of Russian Poland) 
looked warily on Jews from Russia proper. Each group named 
its own “Chief Rabbi of New York.” Romanian Jews had their 
own community. Assimilated German Jews lived “uptown.” 
At first, they were dismayed by the hordes of decidedly un-
assimilated eastern European Jews. A Jewish school teacher 



Assimilation
The desire to assimilate, to become “American,” varied in in-
tensity from group to group and within groups. Those who 
came to the United States as adults generally found solace 
in the familiar language, customs, foods, and fellowship of 

“Little Italy” and “Polonia.” Emigration to a society utterly 
unlike what they knew was psychologically jarring. The 
ethnic neighborhood provided a buffer between them and 
disdainful old-stock Americans—and rivalries with other 
immigrant groups. A considerable number of immigrants 
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continued to believe that “some day” they would return to 
Europe. Why bother to learn American ways? In 1920, only 
25 percent of Italians and Poles had taken out citizenship 
 papers, only 17 percent of Greeks.

There was, however, a sharp generational conflict within 
ethnic groups. The children of immigrants, whether born in 
America or very young when they arrived, had no memory 
of an “old country.” They spoke Yiddish or Slovak or Polish at 
home, but they learned English in school and their teachers 
methodically worked, in the words of one, “to break up these 
groups or settlements, to assimilate or amalgamate those 
people as part of our American race.”

Many a family was divided within when the young  second-
generation immigrants openly disdained their parents’ 
“greenhorn” ways. Other immigrant parents were grateful 
to the schools for ensuring that their children would not 
suffer the anxieties of being foreigners. An Italian mother 
chided the school her children attended because it was run 
according to a trendy “child-oriented” philosophy. “The pro-
gram of that school is suited to the children of well-to-do 
homes,” she said, “not to our children. We send our children 

to school for what we cannot give them ourselves, grammar 
and drill. . . . We do not send children to school for group 
activity; they get plenty of that in the street.”

Except for Jews, few immigrants aspired to more than a 
reading, writing, and arithmetic education for their chil-
dren. They had been peasants and they were still poor; they 
wanted to put their children to work as soon as they were 
old enough to contribute more than pennies to the family’s 
finances.

Many Russian Jews, however, urged—browbeat!—their 
sons and daughters to learn a musical instrument or to study 
to be professionals, as costly as it was for parents. Musical ex-
pertise and a college diploma could not be destroyed or taken 
away; they were the ultimate portable properties. As early as 
1916, the student bodies of New York City’s public colleges 
were heavily Jewish: 44 percent at Hunter, the city’s college 
for women, 73 percent at CCNY, the City College of New 
York. Thirteen percent of the students at elite and very expen-
sive Columbia University was Jewish (much to the dismay of 
 Columbia’s professors). Rather more  remarkable, one student 
in five at Fordham, a Roman  Catholic college, was a Jew.

Immigrant Aid Institutions
Immigrant groups established their own institutions to assist 
paesani and landsmen—their countrymen—in adjusting to 
America while maintaining their ethnic identity. The Young 
Men’s and Young Women’s Hebrew Associations dated back 
to 1854. They were founded to provide Jewish counterparts 
to the YMCA and YWCA, which attracted young people be-
cause of the athletic facilities they provided, but which also 
preached Christianity to members.

Among the Catholic population, which grew from 
6 million in 1880 to 10 million in 1900 (making Roman 
 Catholicism the country’s largest single denomination), tra-
ditionally charitable religious orders like the Sisters of Mercy 
established hospitals and houses of refuge in the slums. 
The St. Vincent de Paul Society functioned much like the 
 Salvation Army without the military trappings, providing 
food, clothing, and shelter for the desperate.

Most Catholic parishes had elementary schools; bishops 
opened Catholic high schools. They were as assimilation-
ist and patriotic as the public schools. An overwhelming 
 majority of bishops were Irish-American and most of the 
rest were assimilated second-generation German-Americans. 
They discouraged Catholic children from attending public 
schools because they were Protestant in orientation. Teachers 
read daily from the King James version Bible and led children 
in Protestant prayer.

At first, Irish-American bishops resisted demands by new 
immigrant Catholics for churches and priests of their own 
nationalities. However, when the demands became more 
strident and the bishops began to fear that they would lose 
their hold on the newcomers, they gave in.

The result was two parish systems in big, multiethnic cit-
ies: a system of traditional “territorial parishes” with geo-
graphical boundaries to which assimilated Irish-Americans 
belonged and a hodgepodge of “national parishes,” organized 

St. Patrick’s Church at Adams and Desplaines Streets in Chicago. 
Penniless Irish immigrants sacrificed to build such grand edifices as 
focal points of their neighborhood and ethnic pride.
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not geographically but by language. Religious services, church 
business, and schools were conducted in the old-country 
languages (although proper English was a major subject in 
the schools). In Chicago in 1915, about a hundred parishes 
were “territorial”; there were thirty-three Polish parishes, 
thirty German, ten Italian, ten Lithuanian, five  Slovak, four 
Croatian, four French (for French  Canadians), two  Slovene, 
and one parish each for Flemish-speaking Belgians, Dutch, 
Czechs, Chaldeans (Assyrians), Syrians, and  Hungarians. 
Sometimes, Catholic churches were cheek by jowl. In one 
square mile around the stockyards, there were two territo-
rial parishes, two Polish churches, and a Lithuanian, Italian, 
 German, Croatian, Czech, and Slovak church.

Settlement Houses
The settlement house was another conspicuous institution in 
the new immigrant ghettos. Beginning in the 1880s, middle-
class Americans imbued with an evangelical impulse to help 
others, but no interest in challenging immigrants’ religion 
or domestic customs, took over large buildings where they 
provided food to the destitute, as traditional charities had, 
but also child care for working mothers, public baths, rec-
reational facilities, and courses of study in everything from 
English for adults to social skills and household arts neces-
sary in the big city.

The first American settlement house was the Neighbor-
hood Guild, set up in New York City. More famous was Hull 
House, established in Chicago in 1889 by Jane Addams, soon 
to be a national figure, and Lillian Wald’s Henry Street Settle-
ment in New York (1893). From comfortable backgrounds, 
educated and well-mannered, Addams, Wald and others were 
discomfited by the materialism of American culture. Alle-
viating the deprivations of poor city dwellers was a way to 
alleviate their own spiritual distress. The settlement houses 
were devoutly patriotic, but they also celebrated the cultural 
diversity the immigrants had brought to the city. They pro-
moted programs at which different ethnic groups showed off 
their native costumes and cookery.

POLITICAL MACHINES
Big city immigrant districts had middle-class leadership from 
the start. Small businessmen and professionals— doctors, 
dentists, lawyers, teachers—and, of course, priests and rabbis 
accompanied the masses of peasants on the immigrant ships. 
They had little choice but to do so. Emigration stripped 
many villages and towns of their population. Shopkeepers 
and professionals lost their clientele if they did not move to 
America too.

The “Little Italys” and “Slovak Towns” in American cities 
often provided better livings for professionals than they had 
known in Europe. There were no aristocrats or great land-
lords among the immigrants so the status of the ethnic mid-
dle classes bumped up a significant notch—to the very top. 

There was another avenue to community leadership in 
the ethnic neighborhoods that had not existed in the old 
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country, and it required neither education nor capital: the 
democratic politics of the United States as understood by the 
big-city political machine.

The Workings of the Machine
Political machines ran most big American cities during the 
nineteenth century, some through the twentieth. Machines 
worked within political parties, but they were not synonymous 
with them. No one who was part of a machine, from the “boss” 
to the street sweeper who owed his job to the fact that he voted 
the right way, was interested in an ideology or a principle. The 
political machine was a means to a very personal end: riches for 
those at the top; a tidy supplementary income for “middle man-
agement”—ward bosses and precinct captains; and a secure job 
on the city’s payroll for street sweepers, fi remen, and cops.

The machine was organized with a clear-cut chain of com-
mand, like an army. The supreme commander was the boss 
who was almost never the mayor of the city. To run for mayor, 
the boss picked a popular, respectable figure who would do 
what he was told to do for a cut of the spoils. The command-
er’s generals were subbosses of large districts of the city. In 
Tammany Hall, New York’s long-lived Democratic party ma-
chine, district leaders were called “sachems.” (St. Tammany 
was a legendary Indian chief.) Below the district leaders were 
ward bosses (the urban ward was an electoral unit); below 
them precinct captains; and finally there were the soldiers 
who did the sometimes dirty work on election day.

The sole purpose of the machine was to win municipal elec-
tions by hook, crook, and understanding the material and psy-
chic needs of the urban masses. Because ethnic groups were 
clustered in their own neighborhoods, it was easy to identify 
the “Italian vote,” the “Jewish vote,” and so on. The energetic 
Italian or Jewish hustler who could deliver majorities for the 
machine was rewarded proportionate to the number of vot-
ers who followed him. A Tammany sachem at the end of the 
nineteenth century put the machine’s function among ethnic 
groups in laundered but not entirely distorted terms:

Think what the people of New York are. One half, more 
than one half, are of foreign birth. They do not speak 
our language, they do not know our laws, they are the 
raw material with which we have to build up the state....
there is no denying the service that Tammany has ren-
dered the Republic. There is no other organization for 
taking hold of untrained, friendless men and converting 
them into citizens. Who else in the city would do it?

Citizenship
Tammany Hall wasted no time naturalizing immigrants 
as citizens. The record day was October 14, 1868, when 
one judge swore in 2,109 voters, three per minute. James 
Goff attested to the “good moral character” of 669 of the 
applicants. Two days later, Goff was arrested for stealing a 
watch and two diamond rings.
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Erin Go Bragh
The prototype of the machine was New York’s Society of 
St. Tammany. Originally a patriotic and philanthropic club, 
 Tammany Hall was converted to political uses in 1800 by 
Aaron Burr. By the time of the Civil War, Tammany had 
emerged as the single best organized political force in New 
York City. Between 1865 and 1934, about seventy years, 
 Tammany was in power for sixty of them. 

Tammany’s first boss was William M. Tweed, a big, garru-
lous man of considerable charm and few scruples. His inner 
circle included Mayor A. Oakley Hall, “Elegant  Oakley,” a 
lightweight but colorful personality; and the city’s comp-
troller (chief financial officer), Richard “Slippery Dick” 
 Connolly. The core of the Tweed Ring’s electoral support was 
New York’s Irish Catholics, numerous enough that, when 
they voted as a bloc, they were enough to win any election.

“The natural function of the Irishman,” said a wit of the 
period, “is to administer the affairs of the American city.” 
Tweed himself was a Protestant Scotsman, but a list of 
 nineteenth-century machine politicians reads like a roll call 
of marchers in a St. Patrick’s Day parade: Connolly,  Honest 
John Kelley, Richard Croker, George Plunkitt, Charles 
 Murphy, and Tim Sullivan of New York; James McManes 

of Philadelphia; Christopher Magee and William Finn of 
 Pittsburgh; Martin Lomasney of Boston.

The Irish were successful in politics because, unique among 
ethnic immigrants, almost all of them spoke English and, 
discriminated against by the British in their own country, 
they arrived admiring American institutions. In 1835, before 
the Catholic Irish had carved out a niche in politics, the arch-
bishop of Charleston, John England, observed, “The Irish are 
largely amalgamated with the Americans, their dispositions, 
their politics, their notions of government; their language 
and their appearance become American very quickly, and 
they praise and prefer America to their oppressors at home.” 
Moreover, Irish culture placed a high premium on wit and 
oratory—both political assets—and, in American cities, the 
neighborhood saloon stood in for the village pub that had 
been the men’s social center in Ireland. 

The saloon was a natural headquarters for neighborhood 
political organization. Most of Boss Tweed’s ward bosses 
were saloon keepers. A joke of the time had it that the best 
way to break up a meeting at Tammany Hall was to open the 
door and shout, “your saloon’s on fire.”

The Tweed Ring rewarded saloon keeper–ward bosses by 
appointing them to city jobs paying big salaries but requiring 

The notorious “Old Bowery saloon” in downtown New York City about 1905. Progressive reformers labored to close 
down such institutions less because they were dens of drunkenness which was not always so) than because they were 
the local “branch offices” of corrupt political machines where the local ward boss assigned his troops to clean and dirty 
business alike. In New York, political saloons were Democratic party institutions. In other cities—Philadelphia most 
famously—the political saloon was more likely to be Republican.
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Some bosses were actually beloved. When handsome, 
 generous Big Tim Sullivan died after a railroad accident, 
25,000 people attended his funeral.

The Failure of the Goo-Goos
Big Tim’s and others’ “business expenses” brought rays of 
sunlight into lives lived precariously on the edge of desti-
tution. The handouts and parties meant far more to poor 
immigrants than just where the Democratic and Republican 
parties stood on the great issues of the day. The political ma-
chine provided a kind of social safety net that offi cial govern-
ment did not.

This was why “good government” reformers never lasted 
long in nineteenth-century cities. The “Goo-Goos,” as ma-
chine politicians called them, won elections when ma-
chine corruption reached proportions outrageous even to 
working-class voters. The Tweed Ring was thrown out of 
office as was, thirty years later, the powerful Tammany boss 
Richard Croker’s machine. Chicago’s “Gray Wolves” were 
ousted. In 1906, Abe Ruef ’s and Mayor Eugene Schmitz’s 
corrupt machine in San Francisco was voted out.

In every case, however, reform administrations were one-
term affairs. The Goo-Goos were dedicated to low taxes and 
honest, efficient, economical city government. Unlike re-
formers in the twenty-first century, they did not believe that 
providing social services was a function of government, let 
alone the distribution of city jobs on the basis of political 
loyalties.

The Profit Column
Where did the money for the Christmas turkeys, the Fourth 
of July galas, and the big bosses’ fortunes come from? In the 
case of the Tweed Ring, most of it came from unabashed 
theft of cosmic magnitude. No one really knows, but esti-
mates of how much the Tweed Ring stole from New York 
City in just a few years range up to $200 million.

The ring’s most profitable technique was the obscenely 
 padded contract. Anyone who wanted to do business with the 
city knew that the rule was to bill Slippery Dick Connolly’s 
office for up to ten times what he needed to charge to pave 
a street or build a hospital and, under the table, to kick back 
most of the overplus to the Tweed Ring. A printing and station-
ery company of which Boss Tweed was a major owner sup-
plied the city with its forms, pencils, and ink at absurd prices. 
The expenditures were kept secret thanks to a city charter that 
Tweed himself designed. Padded contracts to construct streets, 
hospitals, armories, reservoirs, parks, and to lay gas lines were 
financed not by taxes—that would have been noticed—but by 
borrowing, selling bonds, a debt of which the public was un-
aware until the Tweed Ring was thrown out of power.

New York’s famous Central Park was begun by Tweed’s 
machine; it was a gold mine of padded contracts. The most 
notorious swindle of all was the new New York County 
Courthouse, a $600,000 building that cost taxpayers $13 
million. Plasterers, carpenters, and plumbers who worked on 
the building kicked back more than half of the padding to 
Tammany Hall. One of hundreds of grotesquely priced items 

Vote Early, Vote Often
Voter registration was imprecise in the nineteenth century. It 
was common practice in Boston, New York, and Philadelphia 
to march a group of men from one polling place to another, 
voting them in each one. When Tim Sullivan was starting out, 
he sometimes voted his “repeaters” at the same poll:

When you’ve voted ’em with their whiskers on, you take 
’em to a barber shop and scrape off the chin fringe. 
Then you vote ’em again with the side lilacs and a 
mustache. Then to a barber again, off comes the sides 
and you vote 'em the third time with the mustache. If 
that ain’t enough and the box can stand a few more 
ballots, clean off the mustache and vote 'em plain face.

no work. Cornelius Corson was on New York City’s payroll 
as a court clerk at $10,000 a year, as chief of the board of 
elections at $5,000 a year, and he was an employee of four 
other municipal agencies paying $2,500 a year for each. He 
did not have to go to the office. His real office was his sa-
loon where he put in long days attending to the needs of his 
 constituents.

Winning Elections
Corson and other ward bosses did personal favors for those 
who came to them. They fi xed up minor and sometimes major 
problems with the law. They found jobs for men without 
work, either with the city or with friendly  employers whom 
the ward bosses helped get city contracts.  Philadelphia’s Boss 
James McManes had more than 5,000 jobs at his ward bosses’ 
disposal. The New York machine had four times that number 
to hand out. It was estimated that 20 percent of New York’s 
voters had a direct fi nancial interest in the  outcome of mu-
nicipal elections. When the votes of appreciative relatives and 
friends were added in, the machine had a very nice political 
base with which to fi ght an election.

It was, therefore, no accident that most policemen in New 
York and Boston—jobs on the police force paid the best—
were Irish. When the “Italian vote” became large enough 
to be reckoned with, jobs as firemen were found for Italian 
men; New York’s Sanitation Department became as Italian a 
bailiwick as the police force was Irish.

Bosses tried not to miss a baptism, bar mitzvah, wedding, or 
funeral in their ward or distrct. They personally and conspicu-
ously presented gifts—purchased with their own money—to 
the child, couple, or grieving widow. They bought tons of coal 
for heating the homes of the poor during severe winters. Dur-
ing the bitter cold winter of 1870, Boss Tweed spent $50,000 
on coal. Big Tim Sullivan, a Tammany sachem at the end of 
the century, gave away 5,000 turkeys every Christmas. Sullivan 
and others held huge annual picnics on the Fourth of July. 
In 1871, Mike Norton treated his constituents to 100 kegs of 
beer, 50 cases of champagne, 20 gallons of brandy, 10 gallons 
of gin, 200 gallons of chowder, 50 gallons of turtle soup, 36 
hams, 4,000 pounds of corned beef, and 5,000 cigars.
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later unearthed was a bill for forty chairs and three tables: 
$179,000. “Brooms, etc.” cost the city $41,190.95.

Selling Influence, Abetting Vice
The Tweed Ring’s great mistake was the scale of its thiev-
ery. Big-city machines continued to collect kickbacks after 
Tweed’s downfall but they never again approached celestial 
levels. Bribes, sometimes open but disguised, were usually 
under the table. Tweed was paid off by both Jay Gould and 
Jim Fisk and their rival, Cornelius Vanderbilt. He arranged fa-
vorable rulings by judges who were part of the ring. In  return, 
Gould and Fisk put him on the board of directors of the Erie 
Railroad at a handsome salary. Tweed was no more a lawyer 
than he was a railroad man, but he was on Vanderbilt’s payroll 
as a “legal advisor.” In San Francisco just after 1900, Boss Abe 
Ruef held offi ce hours in the evening at elegant French restau-
rants. Would-be purchasers of his “infl uence” fi led into Ruef ’s 
private dining room and, for $100,000 on one glorious occa-
sion, bought what they wanted from the Board of Aldermen. 
Ruef kept a third of the swag; the mayor got a third; the rest 
was divided among the aldermen who would vote the favor.

During the reign of Richard Croker as boss of New York 
between 1886 and 1901, Tammany Hall and the police de-
partment collaborated in order to keep payoffs flowing into 
the coffers from after-hours saloons, illegal gambling halls, 
opium dens, drug dealers, and whorehouses. District leader 
George Washington Plunkitt denied ever taking a cent of 
dirty money and Big Tim Sullivan admitted only to helping 
out gambling halls. (He could hardly say otherwise; he was 
part owner of several.) If they were telling the truth, they 
were the exceptions.

After Croker’s downfall, however, his successor as Tammany 
boss, Charles Murphy, concluded that protecting vice was bad 
politics; the money was not worth the risk of being voted out 
of office. Murphy eased Tammany out of its sweetheart rela-
tionship with the police. He left graft from vice and the wrath 
of moralistic reformers to cops on the beat in precincts in 
which the captains sanctioned it and kept Tammany aloft. 

THE EVILS OF CITY LIFE
The social services the machines provided to the urban 
poor came with an exorbitant price attached: the immense 
corruption by which the bosses enriched themselves. Were 
Christmas turkeys, jobs with the city, and reservoirs that cost 
many times more than they should have cost worth the mil-
lions that Richard Croker took with him back to Ireland and 
the hundreds of thousands that saloon keeper–ward bosses 
banked? Most of the people who ate the turkey and drew 
weekly salaries for sweeping streets would have shrugged. 
They would have had nothing if Brahmins had run Boston, 
Goo-Goos New York, and patrician reformers Philadelphia.

On the other hand, machine politicians never addressed 
the great evils of big-city life the urban poor faced. In the late 
nineteenth century, city people died at a rate unknown in 
North America since the seventeenth century. At a time when 

the national death rate was 20 per 1,000 each year, the death 
rate in New York City was 25 per 1,000. In the slums, it was 
38:1,000, and for children under five, 136! The figures were 
only slightly lower in every other big city except Philadelphia. 
In parts of Chicago mortality was worse. In one Chicago slum 
as late as 1900, the infant mortality rate was 200 per 1,000; 
1 child in 5 died within a year of birth. By way of reference, 
the infant mortality rate in the United States today is less than 
20 per 1,000, and the total death rate is less than 9.

Too Many People, Too Little Room 
Big-city people died at high rates because of crowding; the 
poor lived in too little space. In Boston, typical working-class 
housing was in decaying wooden structures that had been 
built as homes for one family. In the late nineteenth century, 
half a dozen families plus boarders crowded into them. In 
Cleveland, Cincinnati, and St. Louis, the poor lived in parti-
tioned old warehouses or in congested shanty towns on the 
margins of the built-up area. 

In New York, the narrow confines of lower Manhattan 
made the crowding worse than in any other city. Narrow 
buildings, also former single-family residences, were carved 
into tenements that housed a hundred and more people. In 
1866, the Board of Health found 400,000 people living in 
rooms with no windows and 20,000 living in cellars below 
the water table. An investigator said that cellar dwellers 
“exhibited the same lethargic habits as animals burrowing 
in the ground.” At high tide, some cellars took on a foot of 
water; they all flooded during downpours too heavy for the 
sewers. 

Jacob Riis, a reporter who exposed squalid living condi-
tions in a book of 1890, How the Other Half Lives,  estimated 
that 330,000 New Yorkers lived in 1 square mile of the 
city—almost 1,000 people per acre. New York was twice as 
congested as the London that had turned Charles Dickens’s 
stomach; parts of the city were more densely populated than 
Bombay. On one tenement block in a Jewish neighborhood 
just a little larger than an acre, 2,800 people lived. In one 
apartment of two tiny rooms, Riis found a married couple, 
their twelve children, and six adult boarders.

A well-meaning architect, James E. Ware, designed a tene-
ment that, he thought, would improve housing for the poor. 
It was called the “dumbbell tenement” because of its floor 
plan. At the front and rear it was wide while, in the middle, 
the building was indented on both sides—a reverse bay—so 
that every one of the thirty-two apartments had windows to 
admit light and provide ventilation.

Ware’s design did not account for the fact that landlords 
would exploit their building lots to the fullest. They built the 
city approved dumbbells up to the lines of the 25- by 100-foot 
lots. When two dumbbells were built side by side, the win-
dows of two-thirds of the apartments opened on a dark, dank 
shaft a few feet across. Precious little sunlight was admitted 
and the air became putrid as the shafts between tenements 
filled with garbage. Nevertheless, by 1894 there were 39,000 
dumbbell tenements in Manhattan, housing almost half of 
New York’s population.



Health
Crowding meant that it was nearly impossible to control epi-
demics of serious diseases such as smallpox, cholera, measles, 
typhus, scarlet fever, and diphtheria. Even less dangerous ill-
nesses like chicken pox, mumps, whooping cough, croup, 
and various infl uenzas were killers in the crowded cities. 
Common colds were feared as a fi rst step to pneumonia.

Jacob Riis took his readers on a tour of a tenement: “Be a 
little careful, please! The hall is dark and you might stumble. 
You can feel your way, if you cannot see it. Close? Yes! What 
would you have? All the fresh air that enters these stairs comes 
from the hall-door that is forever slamming.” He paused at 
the entrance to a windowless apartment. “Listen! That short, 
hacking cough, that tiny, helpless wail. . . . The child is dying 
of measles. With half a chance it might have lived; but it had 
none. That dark bedroom killed it.”

Philadelphia Row Houses
Philadelphia was the exception that proved the rule. A major 
port of entry for immigrants, it was the nation’s third larg-
est city after New York and Chicago with a population of 

1.3 million in 1900. However, far fewer Philadelphians died 
from contagious diseases than the residents of every other 
large city. When the mortality rate in New York was 35 per 
1,000, it was 20.9 per 1,000 in Philadelphia. When Boston’s 
Irish immigrants were dying at a rate of 38:1,000, the mortal-
ity rate among Philadelphia’s Irish was 12:1,000.

Philadelphia’s difference was the fact that it was roomy. 
New York and Boston were both hemmed in by water; their 
areas were, respectively, 22 and 4 square miles. Philadelphia 
sprawled over 130 square miles. With so much land on which 
to build housing for the soaring population, developers 
erected not six-story walk-up tenements but “row houses” 
two or three stories high. A typical working-class row house 
built after 1870—invariably of brick—was 14 to 16 feet wide, 
30 to 35 feet deep. There were three rooms on each floor and 
a cellar for coal. The houses were flush with the sidewalk 
(middle-class row houses added a front porch and a bay 
window upstairs) and, of course, there were no windows on 
the sides except for the homes at each end of the block. With 
windows front and back, however, there was cross venilation 
such as did not exist in tenements.
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A decidedly “up-scale” block of Philadelphia row houses, upgraded with front porches and second story bay windows as a mark of the social 
mobility of the skilled workers and white collar employees who bought them. Philadelphia (and Baltimore) working families so preferred 
row houses to apartment house tenements that when they were able to move up from simple boxes flush with the sidewalks that they
demanded such improvements rather than abandon the “row” structure.
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depended on wells in the streets that were inevitably fouled 
by runoff.

Tenement apartments did not have bathrooms.   Chil-
dren washed by romping in the water of open fire hydrants 
or by taking a swim in polluted waterways. If you did not 
come home tinged gray or brown from the river, one sur-
vivor of New York’s Lower East Side remembered, you had 
not washed. When adults concluded that a bath was in order, 
they went to public bathhouses where there was hot, clean 
water at a reasonable price. 

Vice and Crime
Slums were breeding grounds of vice and crime. With 
14,000 homeless people in New York in 1890, many of them 
 children—“street Arabs,” they were called—and work diffi -
cult to get and unsteady at the best of times, many found the 
temptations of sneak thievery, pocket picking, purse snatch-
ing, and even violent robbery too much to resist. As early 
as the 1850s, police in New York were vying with (or tak-
ing bribes from) strong-arm gangs named after the neigh-
borhoods where they held sway: the Five Points Gang, the 
 Mulberry Bend gang, the Hell’s Kitchen gang, and so on.

Some gangs burgled warehouses and shops by night and 
preyed on middle-class swells slumming at brothels and  illegal 
gambling halls. But the gangs’ usual victims were other slum 
dwellers struggling to survive and hoping to escape. The work-
ing man who paused for a beer before he took his pay envelope 
home made himself a target if he drank three or four. Shop 
keepers were given the choice of making weekly payments of 
“protection” money or be burned out or beaten up. 

The homicide rate declined in German and British cities 
as they grew larger; in American cities it tripled just dur-
ing the 1880s. An Italian visitor to the United States, Cesare 
Lombroso, exclaimed that “lawlessness is an American phe-
nomenon with no equal in the rest of the world.” The prison 
population of the nation doubled in the last years of the cen-
tury but plenty of thugs remained at large.

By the end of the century, more sophisticated criminals had 
moved into vice, themselves paying protection money to the 
police or local political boss in order to be left alone. In every 
poor neighborhood and even close to city centers, there were 
gambling operations, opium dens, saloons that remained 
open after legal hours, and brothels. Prostitution flourished 
at every level from swank, expensive houses for the carriage 
trade to 50¢-whores in dirty rooms just large enough for a 
bed. Immigrant communities provided an endless supply of 
girls and women. A majority of women arrested for prosti-
tution were part-timers, hitting the streets when their wages 
from “honest work” were not enough to pay the bills. 

GROWING
In 1790, when the fi rst census was taken, only 3.4 percent of 
Americans lived in towns of 8,000 people or more. In 1860, 
on the eve of the Civil War, 16 percent of the population was 
classifi ed as “urban.” Only New York (population 814,000) 

Horse and Buggy Days
A horse dead could be a sanitation problem, but so was a horse 
alive. Each horse produced 25 to 50 pounds of manure each 
day. In New York City in 1900 there were about 150,000 horses. 
That meant, roughly, 3,000 tons to gather and dispose of. There 
was a market for it on farms. Stable manure brought a good 
price because it was uncontaminated. Manure swept from the 
streets sold for less because it was mixed with grit and dirt. A 
good deal of it, of course, dried and crumbled where it dropped, 
blowing or washing away in time. 

During the 1880s and 1890s, newly built row houses sold 
for between $1,000 and $2,500. That was a lot for a  working-
class family to save but not an impossible amount. In the 
meantime, row houses could be rented for $8 a week.

In 1850, when New York and Philadelphia each had pop-
ulations of about 500,000, there were only 38,000 houses in 
New York but more than 61,000 in Philadelphia. Twice as 
many New Yorkers lived in each house than in Philadelphia 
row houses. There were slums in Philadelphia, but the worst 
in the city was no more congested than New York’s aver-
age population density, a figure that included middle-class 
neighborhoods and even the beginnings of Fifth Avenue’s 
mansion row.

Row house living made it possible for Philadelphia’s public 
health officials to quarantine homes with a case of a serious 
contagious disease. (The law required doctors to report them.) 
Effective quarantine was impossible in a crowded tenement. 

Sanitation
Sanitation on the streets was a serious problem in big cities. 
Free-roaming scavengers—chickens, hogs, dogs, and birds—
could handily clean up garbage in small towns, and back-
yard latrines were adequate in disposing of human wastes. 
But neither worked when a hundred people lived in a build-
ing and shared a single privy. City governments provided for 
waste collection, but even when honestly run, sanitation de-
partments could barely keep up.

Horses compounded the problem. They deposited 250,000 
pounds of manure on Milwaukee’s streets each day. On aver-
age, thirty horses died on Chicago’s streets each day. In New 
York on extremely hot and cold days, old and poorly kept 
horses keeled over by the hundreds. Most carcasses were 
picked up rather quickly. Tanners paid for hides and render-
ers, who boiled them down for tallow. Those that had begun 
to decay were thrown into rivers, harbors, and lakes where, 
often enough, they washed ashore.

In the poorest tenements, piped water was available only 
in shared sinks in the hallways, which were typically filthy. 
To be safe, city water was so heavily dosed with chemicals 
that it was barely palatable. The well-to-do bought bottled 
spring water that was trucked into the cities. Other people 



and Philadelphia (516,000) were what we would recognize 
as “big cities” and just nine cities had populations of more 
than 100,000.

By 1900, one-third of the American people were “urban.” 
Fully twenty-six cities had populations greater than 100,000, 
almost three times as many as in 1860. The population of 
six cities topped 500,000 and three—New York, Chicago, and 
Philadelphia—numbered their people by the millions.

The immigrant flood accounts for the numbers in the big 
cities of the Northeast and Midwest. But those cities were 
able to fit everybody in only because of improvements in 
transportation within cities and their environs and innova-
tions in construction technology. 

The “Walking City”
When the only way for people to move about a city was 
on foot or, for the well-to-do, in horse-drawn carriages, a 
city’s extent from center to outskirts was limited to a radius 
of a mile or two. That was the maximum people working 
twelve and sixteen hour days could live from their place of 
employment and about the farthest teamsters driving heavy 
wagons loaded with everything from fi ne furniture to fi re-
wood, coal, ice and manure could deliver enough of their 
goods to make the business worthwhile. Even a light car-
riage drawn by the fi nest horses could move no faster than 

3 or 4 miles an hour on streets clogged with wagons and 
pedestrians.

In these “walking cities,” the most desirable residential 
neighborhood was the city center. The city’s elite did not want 
to waste time getting from their homes to their offices, even 
when they were in noisy dirty factories. Domestic servants 
lived in the lofts of narrow three and four story townhouses. 
Lawyers, doctors, mechanics, and shopkeepers lived behind or 
above their workplaces or stores. Their employees had rooms—
rarely more than two—nearby. Butchers, grocers, coal, lumber, 
and ice dealers set up where they could find space. 

People of all social classes, professions, and occupations 
lived cheek by jowl on narrow streets. Only a few thorough-
fares, extensions of highways, were wide enough for two 
heavy wagons to move in the same direction side by side. 
The line between city and country was vividly clear. Where 
built-up neighborhoods, paved streets, water and gas lines, 
and sewers ended, farmland began. There might be a belt of 
ramshackle shanties where people for whom a competitive 
society had no place managed to survive. But that was all.

Center-city living was congested, noisy, dirty, and frantic, 
even for the wealthy once they stepped out of their homes. 
When it became possible for those who could afford to move 
away from the places where they worked, they fled, leaving 
center city to business and the poor.
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Cities of 5,000
inhabitants or more

1860

1900

MAP 29:2 Growth of Cities, 1860–1900. In 1860, few large cities were found outside of the northeastern states. By 1900, big 
northeastern cities had multiplied and the South and West were also heavily urbanized. In 1900, the ten largest cities were New York,
Chicago, Philadelphia, St. Louis, Boston, Baltimore, Cleveland, Buffalo, San Francisco, and Cincinnati.
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The Omnibus and the Horsecar
The omnibus, an idea borrowed from France, made its appear-
ance in the largest cities about 1840. The omnibus was a heavy, 
rather ugly block-shaped wagon, enclosed for shelter from 
the elements. (Our word bus derives from omnibus.) Pulled 
by two horses (more climbing hills) omnibuses plied fi xed 
routes on a fi xed schedule. Riding them was far from pleasant; 
a Philadelphian described the ride as “heavy, jolting, slow, and 
uncomfortable.” But, for a fare of 12¢, a New York newspaper 
reported, the omnibus made it “particularly convenient for 
merchants and others doing business in the lower part of the 
city and living in the upper part”—away from the mess.

The licensed omnibus was “public transportation”; any-
one who could pay the fare could ride one—any white per-
son, that is; city charters permitted omnibus companies to 
refuse to carry African Americans, which they did. However, 
the fares ensured that only middle- and upper-class people 
rode them. Twelve cents morning and night did not work in 
the budget of a workingman making a dollar a day.

The horse car made it possible for people a notch or two 
lower on the social scale to move their homes away from 
the worst parts of the city and commute to work. Much 
lighter than omnibuses, pulled by only one horse, running 
smoothly and faster on rails, a horsecar ride cost only 5¢. 
They were constrained by their tracks, of course. If there 
was an obstruction, they stayed where they were. But the 
awkward omnibuses had never been nimble in circumvent-
ing obstacles. The horsecar lines rapidly ran most of them 
out of business.

The cheapness, speed, and ease of commuting by horsecar 
led to residential housing booms to the north on  Manhattan 
island, west over the Schuylkill River in Philadelphia, in 
three directions out of Chicago, and up into the hills above 
 Cincinnati. Horsecar lines were so cheap to build that smaller 
cities with fewer paying customers could afford them too.

The steam ferry filled in on rivers that were too wide to 
bridge. As early as 1850, fast ferryboats were shuttling across 
the East River between Manhattan and Brooklyn every few 
minutes. By 1860, 100,000 people made the six-minute 

Electric trolleys on San Francisco’s Market Street. They reached every part of the city except on the steepest hills where cable cars 
provided public transportation from residences to downtown. The “cow catchers” on the trolleys were designed not for cattle but to 
save careless pedestrians from being run over. 
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 crossing daily. Camden, New Jersey, was Philadelphia’s fer-
ryboat suburb across the Delaware River. San Francisco be-
came the first western city among the top ten largest because 
ferryboats connected it to residential suburbs to the north 
and west of the great Bay.

The El and the Trolley
The “El,” steam-powered passenger trains elevated above 
street level on hideously ugly iron scaffolds made it possible 
to develop residential neighborhoods even farther from city 
centers. Unlike horsecars, which were frequently delayed, 
sometimes for hours, by accidents and traffi c jams, Els had 
their roadways to themslves.

In 1870, New York completed the first elevated railroad on 
Ninth Avenue. It was so successful that, by 1890, three more 
north-south lines were erected, on Second, Third, and Sixth 
Avenues, one of the east side lines all the way to  Harlem, 
 incorporating that once independent village into New York 
City. In 1890, there were 94 miles of elevated railway in New 
York, 265 miles of horsecar lines, and still 137 miles of omni-
bus routes. Philadelphia built an elevated and Chicago per-
haps the most famous El of all. Where it made a big circle 
around the business district to turn around, it defined center 
city Chicago as “the loop.”

While the El made it possible for city dwellers to enjoy 
roomy, airy residential neighborhoods, they were the cause 
of further deterioration of the quality of life for the poorer 
people who lived near them. They were noisy and dirty, 
leaving a trail of grease and sometimes still burning cinders 
behind them. In places, they ran at the level of third-story 
apartments, destroying any privacy within.

By way of contrast, the nineteenth century’s final innova-
tion in urban transportation was almost entirely positive. 
(The subway is a twentieth-century phenomenon.) The 
electric trolley was pioneered not in a big city but in Rich-
mond, Virginia, in 1887 by inventor-businessman Frank J. 
Sprague. Horsecar companies embraced the conversion to 
electricity. Once the overhead wires to power the cars were 
strung, electric trolleys were faster and cleaner than horse-
cars, easier to stop, even a pleasant addition to the ears in 
their rhythmic click-clack and melodious bells. By 1895, 
850 trolley lines crisscrossed dozens of American cities on 
10,000 miles of track.

Because trolleys were so speedy once out of traffic, trac-
tion companies could locate their car barns and repair shops 
outside cities on cheap real estate, selling their old down-
town stables to builders. To make the most of their distant 
properties—and to make money on Sundays when their 
charters required them to run—the trolley companies built 
amusement parks. For a ride costing a nickel—small chil-
dren  riding free—even working-class families could enjoy 
a day’s entertainment that, before 1890, was unimaginable. 
New York’s Coney Island is the most famous of the day-trip 
resorts. But Boston had Revere Beach, Philadelphia Willow 
Grove, Cleveland Euclid Beach, Atlanta Ponce de Leon Park, 
and just about every other city with a trolley line its picnic 
ground or amusement park. 

Building Up
In transforming mixed-use city centers into all-business dis-
tricts, horse cars, elevated trains, and electric trolley caused 
downtown property values to soar. To make the most of 
their real estate, landlords multiplied the square footage they 
could rent out by, in what Walt Whitman called the “pull-
down-and-build-all-over-again spirit,” erecting ever taller 
structures. 

There were, however, limits on how high an office build-
ing could be. Businessmen were reluctant to rent office space 
above about the fourth floor because of the arduous and 
time-consuming climb to get there. But offices on otherwise 
desirable lower floors lost luster when a building above them 
grew too high. The walls of masonry structures became so 
much heavier with each additional story that, at the bot-
tom, they were massive and windowless. At ground level, the 
weight-bearing walls of Chicago’s sixteen-floor Monadnock 
Building (the tallest masonry office building ever erected) 
were 6 feet thick.

The obvious solution to the stair-climbing problem was a 
mechanical lift. Hoists had been used since antiquity to raise 
heavy loads; steam-powered elevators were being used in 
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The Brooklyn Bridge shortly after it was completed in 1883. It was (and 
is) as stunning in its beauty as in its size. The bridge made Brooklyn, then 
the fourth largest city in the United States, an appendage of Manhattan. 
In 1898, Brooklyn was amalgamated into greater New York City as one 
of five boroughs. In the twentieth century, engineers discovered that the 
Brooklyn Bridge was built six times as strong as it had to be, a great 
compliment to its designer.
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 factories by 1835. But they were too dangerous for passen-
gers, as countless gory accidents demonstrated. The ropes 
and cables that hoisted the elevators snapped without 
warning, the car plunging to earth.

Before the Civil War, Elisha Graves Otis devised a brak-
ing system that eliminated the risk of a free fall. His “safety 
elevators” were equipped with a spring-triggered catch that, 
if the cable broke, shot into ratchetlike teeth mounted ver-
tically in the shaft; the elevator stopped falling instantly. 
Otis’s sons and others developed a hydraulic system that 
lifted elevators faster and more smoothly. By 1878, Otis el-
evators could climb 600 to 800 feet per second. Offices on 
the upper floors of tall buildings, formerly hard to rent out, 
became the most desirable because (from an Otis brochure) 

a  businessman or customer “makes the transit in half a min-
ute of repose and quiet, and arriving there, enjoys a purity 
and coolness of atmosphere and an exemption from noise, 
dust, and exhalations.” 

William L. Jenney made yet taller structures possible by 
perfecting, in 1885, the steel “I”-beam girder. With girders, 
it was possible to raise buildings that seemed to scrape the 
skies without massive supporting walls. Skyscrapers were 
steel skeletons on which decorative nonsupporting walls of 
cast iron or thinly sliced stone were hung. Chicago archi-
tects pioneered in the design of the “tall office building,” 
but New York became the classic skycraper city. The Singer 
building, completed in 1906, set the record at forty-one 
stories. It was broken two years later by the Metropolitan 

2 a.m.: Aroused from sleep by the ringing of his doorbell; 
went to the door and found a bartender who asked him 
to go to the police station and ball out a saloon-keeper 
who had been arrested for violating the excise law. Fur-
nished bail and returned to bed at three o’clock.

Thus began a working day for George Washington Plunkitt, 
sachem of Tammany Hall, the Democratic party machine 
in New York City, and leader of District Fifteen. Plunkitt 
was born in 1842 in an Irish slum that was later razed to 
make room for Central Park. As a teenager he worked for a 
butcher, but even before he was old enough to vote he was 
running errands for Tammany Hall. He was a “statesman” 
in the making. 

As a sachem, Plunkitt was one of the dozen bosses who 
usually ran New York. Like other Tammany men, Plunkitt 
believed that “politics is as much a regular business as the 
grocery or . . . dry-goods . . . You’ve got to be trained up to it 
or you’re sure to fail.” Before he was 30, when Boss Tweed was 
running the city, Plunkitt was collecting three city salaries at 
once. Later, he became a real estate speculator. In “Honest 
Graft,” the most famous of the talks on practical politics he 
gave to a newspaper reporter, Plunkitt explained:

My party’s in power in the city, and it’s goin’ to undertake 
a lot of public improvements. Well, I’m tipped off, say, that 
they’re going to lay out a new park at a certain place.

I see my opportunity and I take it. I go to that place 
and I buy up all the land I can in the neighborhood. 
Then the board of this or that makes its plan public, 
and there is a rush to get my land, which nobody cared 
particular for before.

Ain’t it perfectly honest to charge a good price and 
make a profit on my investment and foresight? Of 
course, it is. Well, that’s honest graft.

Plunkitt stayed away from “dirty business”—taking bribes, 
protecting brothels and illegal gambling houses—or so he 

said. He may well have been telling the truth. By 1900, 
under Boss Charles Murphy, Tammany had eased away 
from vice. Plunkitt said, why bother when there was “so 
much honest graft lyin’ around”?

6 a.m.: Awakened by fire engines passing his house. 
Hastened to the scene of the fire, according to the cus-
tom of the Tammany district leaders, to give assistance 
to the fire sufferers, if needed. Met several of his election 
district captains who are always under orders to look 
out for fires, which are considered great vote-getters. 
Found several tenants who had been burned out, took 
them to a hotel, supplied them with clothes, fed them, 
and arranged temporary quarters for them until they 
could rent and furnish new apartments.

8:30 a.m.: Went to the police court to look after his 
constituents. Found six “drunks.” Secured the discharge 
of four by a timely word with the judge, and paid the 
fines of two.

9:00 a.m.: Appeared in the Municipal District Court. 
Directed one of his district captains to act as counsel for 
a widow against whom dispossession proceedings had 
been instituted and obtained an extension of time. Paid 
the rent of a poor family about to be dispossessed and 
gave them a dollar for food.

11 a.m.: At home again. Found four men waiting 
for him. One had been discharged by the Metropolitan 
Rail way Company for neglect of duty, and wanted the 
district leader to fix things. Another wanted a job on 
the road. The third sought a place on the Subway and 
the fourth, a plumber, was looking for work with the 
Consolidated Gas Company. The district leader spent 
nearly three hours fixing things for the four men, and 
succeeded in each case.

Although he was 60 when this account was written, Plunkitt 
still worked long exhausting days providing personal and 

A District Leader’s Day



Tower with fifty. In 1913, the Woolworth Building reached 
sixty stories.

Building Over
Another technological innovation that contributed to the 
growth of cities was the suspension bridge, which erased 
broad rivers as barriers to urban expansion. The apostle of 
the suspension bridge was a German immigrant, John A. 
Roebling, who came to the United States in 1831. He set up a 
factory that twisted steel wire into cable, contending that if a 
bridge was suspended from cables instead of built atop mas-
sive pillars, unbridgeable rivers could be spanned.

Roebling built several ever longer suspension bridges, in-
cluding an international bridge over the Niagara River near 

the falls. He planned his masterpiece for the East River that 
separated the nation’s largest city, New York, from Brooklyn, 
the fourth largest American city. While working on the site in 
1869, Roebling was injured, contracted tetanus, and died. His 
son, Washington A. Roebling, stepped in but he too suffered a 
serious injury, the “bends,” after working too long in the cais-
sons in which the foundations of the bridge’s towers were built 
below the level of the river. In order to keep the work area dry, 
compressed air was pumped into the caisson. The pressure 
caused nitrogen gas to form bubbles in Roebling’s and many of 
his employee’s blood streams. When they came to the surface 
too quickly for the bubbles to dissolve, they were crippled.

Roebling carried on from a chair in a room overlook-
ing the span, now called the Brooklyn Bridge. Each day, his 

How They Lived

practical services to voters with problems. He took little 
interest in the big issues of the day because ordinary New 
Yorkers, struggling to stay afloat, took none.

I know every man, woman, and child in the Fifteenth 
District, except them that’s been born this summer and 
I know some of them, too. I know what they like and 
what they don’t like, what they are strong at and what 
they are weak in.

For instance, here’s how I gather in the young men. 
I hear of a young feller that’s proud of his voice, thinks 
that he can sing fine. I ask him to come around to Wash-
ington Hall and join our Glee Club. He comes and sings, 
and he’s a follower of Plunkitt for life. Another young 
feller gains a reputation as a baseball player in a vacant 
lot. I bring him into our baseball club. That fixes him. 
You’ll find him workin’ for my ticket at the polls next 
election day . . . I don’t trouble them with political argu-
ments. I just study human nature and act accordin’.

* * *
3 p.m.: Attended the funeral of an Italian as far as the 
ferry. Hurried back to make his appearance at the fu-
neral of a Hebrew constituent. Went conspicuously to 
the front both in the Catholic church and the synagogue, 
and later attended the Hebrew confirmation ceremonies 
in the synagogue.

7 p.m.: Went to district headquarters and presided over 
a meeting of election district captains. Each captain sub-
mitted a list of all the voters in his district, reported on their 
attitude toward Tammany, suggested who might be won 
over and how they could be won, told who were in need, 
and who were in trouble of any kind and the best way to 
reach them. District leader took notes and gave orders.

8 p.m.: Went to a church fair. Took chances on every-
thing, bought ice cream for the young girls and the chil-
dren. Kissed the little ones, flattered their mother: and 
took their fathers out for something down at the comer. 

9 p.m.: At the clubhouse again. Spent $l0 on tickets 
for a church excursion and promised a subscription for a 
new church bell. Bought tickets for a baseball game to be 
played by two nines from his district. Listened to the com-
plaints of a dozen pushcart peddlers who said they were 
persecuted by the police and assured them he would go to 
Police Headquarter: in the morning and see about it.

Plunkitt got started in politics by bringing votes to 
 Tammany. 

Let me tell you: I had a cousin, a young man who 
didn’t take any particular interest in politics. I went 
to him and said: “Tommy, I’m goin’ to be a politician, 
and I want to get a followin’; can I count on you?” He 
said: “Sure, George.” That’s how I started in business. I 
got a marketable commodity—one vote. Then I went 
to the district leader and told him I could command 
two votes on election day, Tommy’s and my own. He 
smiled on me and told me to go ahead. If I had offered 
him a speech or a bookful of learnin’, he would have 
said, “Oh, forget it!” Soon, Plunkitt had three votes 
in his following, then sixty in the George Washington 
Plunkitt Association.

What did the district leader say then when I called 
at headquarters? I didn’t have to call at headquar-
ters. He came after me and said: “George, what do 
you want? If you don’t see what you want, ask for it. 
Wouldn’t you like to have a job or two in the depart-
ments for your friends?” 

That was how the political machine worked and how 
George Washington Plunkitt became a statesman.

10:30 p.m.: Attended a Hebrew wedding reception and 
dance. Had previously sent a handsome wedding pres-
ent to the bride.
12 p.m.: In bed.
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peted in raising a din; races were run; prizes were awarded; 
dances were danced; and noses were punched. A fi reworks 
display of unprecedented splendor topped off the festivities, 
illuminating the fantastic silhouette from both sides of the 
East River. The Brooklyn Bridge was America’s celebration 
of the big city.

It was also an indictment of the city. On the morning of 
the gala, one dissenting newspaper editor groused that the 
Brooklyn Bridge had “begun in fraud” and “continued in 
corruption.” It was no secret that much of the $15 million 
the project cost had gone not into concrete, stone, steel, and 
cable but into the pockets of machine politicians.

The glories of the finished bridge were also tarnished by 
its cost in lives. At least twenty workers were killed building 
it, and others who just vanished probably fell into the river 
unnoticed. Many more workers were maimed by the bends 
and broken bones. Then, just a few days after the dedication, 
a woman stumbled while descending the stairs that led from 
the causeway to the ground, and someone shouted, “The 
bridge is sinking!” In the stampede that followed, twelve 
people were trampled to death.

wife carried his instructions to the construction site, act-
ing as the project’s general foreman. The Brooklyn Bridge 
was completed in 1883 and is still admired for its beauty 
as well as its engineering. P. T. Barnum herded twenty-one 
elephants across it in 1884. In the twentieth century, en-
gineers determined that Roebling had built the bridge six 
times as strong as it had to be.

By providing easy access to Manhattan—33 million 
people crossed the bridge each year—the bridge ignited a 
residential real estate boom in Brooklyn. The bridge also 
spelled the end of Brooklyn’s independence. Already a satel-
lite of Manhattan, “a kind of sleeping place for New York” 
in Charles Dickens’s words, Brooklyn was incorporated into 
the City of New York in 1898 along with Queens, Staten Is-
land, and the Bronx.

The Great Symbol
The Brooklyn Bridge was dedicated with a mammoth cele-
bration. President Chester A. Arthur proclaimed it “a monu-
ment to democracy”; sides of beef were roasted in the streets; 
oceans of beer and whiskey disappeared; brass bands com-
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Chapter 30

The Last Frontier
Winning and Losing the West 1865–1900

The frontier! There is no word in the English language more stirring, more intimate, 
or more beloved. . . . It means all that America ever meant. It means the old hope of a 
real personal liberty, and yet a real human advance in character and achievement. To 
a genuine American it is the dearest word in all the world.

—Emerson Hough

The conquest of the earth, which means the taking it away from those who have a 
different complexion and slightly f latter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing 
when you look at it too much.

—Joseph Conrad

A
fter counting the American people in 1890, the 
Census Bureau announced that the frontier was 
gone. It was no longer possible to draw a line on 
the map to mark where settled land ended and 
land yet to be tamed began.

The Bureau’s definition of “settled” land was not very rig-
orous. If 2.5 people lived on a section—a square mile—a 
population density that today would seem close to howling 
wilderness, that section was settled. Even by this liberal stan-
dard, however, just thirty years earlier, roughly half the area 
of the United States (not counting Alaska) lay beyond the 
frontier.

THE LAST FRONTIER
In 1865, the states of California and Oregon and Washington 
Territory were home to 440,000 people. About 40,000 lived in 
the Great Salt Lake basin. Santa Fe, in New Mexico Territory, 
was still thriving as a trading center; a few thousand sassones
(“Saxons,” Anglo-Americans) had settled among a largely 
Hispanic and Indian population. Except for those outposts, 
the vast territory west of an undulating line running from 
Brownsville, Texas, north to the Minnesota-Dakota border 
was still Indian country.

A Useless Land
Most Americans were content to leave it that way as long as 
the army protected overland emigrants and, later, the trans-
continental railroad. When Americans thought land, they 
thought agriculture. When they thought agriculture, they 
thought plenty of rain during the growing season. That was 
what they had known from the shores of the Atlantic to east-
ern Kansas. 

West of about 100° longitude (mid-Kansas), there were 
very few pockets of land where it was rainy enough and flat 
enough to grow grain using traditional farming methods. In 
the middle of this “Wild West” rose the Rocky Mountains. 
Their majestic peaks and dramatic scenery like the falls of 
the Yellowstone River were known to easterners thanks to 
landscapes painted by artists who had accompanied military 
expeditions or ventured on their own into the wilderness, 
easel, oils, and canvases packed on the backs of mules. The 
very grandeur of the Rockies, however, told Americans that 
they could not support a population accustomed to living as 
they did.

Between the Rockies and the Sierra Nevada lay the Great 
Basin, quite literally a bowl from which there was no outlet for 
the few rivers there. Even the largest waterway of the region, 
the Humboldt River that emigrants followed on their final leg 



toward California lost heart in the Great Basin, pooled up, and 
evaporated in a “sink.” The Great Salt Lake, vast though it was, 
was a sink where the creeks that tumbled down the Wasatch 
Range died. It was saltier than the ocean, useful for nothing 
but making salt. Only by diverting the mountain streams into 
irrigation ditches had the Mormons been able to work their 
agricultural miracles. However, just as Brigham Young had 
figured, no part of the West was less inviting to Americans 
than the Mormon Zion. Most of the state of  Nevada was at 
too high an elevation for irrigation. Its gravelly soils sup-
ported sagebrush, creosote bush, tumbleweed (an accidental 
import from eastern Europe), and a few grasses.

East of the Rockies were the Great Plains. There was rain 
on the plains (and plenty of snow) but too little during the 
summer. Few trees grew there except for cottonwood groves 
along streams. Good grasses, however, carpeted the plains. 
They grew as tall as a man on the eastern half of the plains, 
shorter in the rain shadow of the Rockies. There were a few 

large rivers: the Arkansas, the broad shallow Platte, and two 
Red Rivers, one between Texas and Oklahoma, another in the 
Dakotas flowing into Canada.

The Native Peoples of the West
During the 1860s, an estimated 350,000 Indians lived on the 
plains, the desert, and in the foothills of the mountains. There 
were dozens of tribes speaking languages from half a dozen 
linguistic families. Just about every tribe was at least suspi-
cious of all others; that is the nature of tribalism. A perpetual 
state of war existed between some tribes—for example, be-
tween the Sioux and the Crow—but it rarely resulted in large 
numbers of casualties.

Desert and Plains
Even the desolate Great Basin supported the Utes, Paiutes, and 
Shoshones. They survived the torrid, dry summers by divid-
ing into small bands that moved to higher elevations where 

The Pony Express
The Pony Express lasted only eighteen 
months, from April 1860 to the fall of 1861. 
It was never intended to be more than a 
temporary means of communication while 
telegraph lines were strung from Missouri 
to California.

It was a genuinely romantic adventure: 
lone riders walking, trotting, now and 
then sprinting their ponies across half 
a continent to carry a few pounds of 
government dispatches and some very 
expensive private letters.

Pony Express “technology” was 
rudimentary, a string of 190 relay stations 
10 to 15 miles apart. The couriers were 
“young, skinny, wiry fellows, not over 
eighteen,” according to the company’s 
Help Wanted advertisement, “expert 
riders willing to risk death daily . . . 
orphans preferred.” They were based 
at large stations 75 to 100 miles apart 
and kept a demanding schedule. At 
each relay station—little more than a 
few wranglers, a shack, a stable, and 
corral— they changed their sweating 

ponies for fresh mounts that were 
saddled and ready to go when they 
arrived. The Pony Express kept some 
500 horses in, from all reports, excellent 
condition.

The Pony Express cut twelve days 
off the time it had taken for Washington 
to communicate with Sacramento via 
steamships and the Isthmus of Panama. 
It made 308 transcontinental runs, a total 
of 606,000 miles. It carried almost 35,000 
pieces of mail. In eighteen months, only 
one pouch was lost.
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there was water and forage. Trappers and soldiers thought 
them the most primitive of American Indians. They were vir-
tually nomadic, living briefl y in the rudest huts and eating 
whatever they could fi nd including (much to the disgust of 
Americans who were familiar with them) snakes and lizards.

To the south, in the marginally more hospitable environ-
ment of present-day Arizona and New Mexico, the Pima, 
Zuñi, and Hopi farmed intensively as they had for centuries 
before Francisco de Coronado discovered their pueblos (vil-
lages) in the 1530s. Most pueblos were quite compact, adobe 
apartment houses that could be entered only from the roof, 
which were reached by ladders that were pulled up when the 
pueblo was attacked. Several were on mesas accessible only 
by one or two steep, easily-defended trails. Others perched 
high on the sides of cliffs.

The Navajo, the most numerous people south of the Grand 
Canyon (and comparative newcomers there) lived in scattered 
family groups in substantial five-sided hogans. The Navajo 
were primarily sheepherders by the 1800s—the range was too 
sparse for cattle—and highly skilled weavers of wool. 

Both the Navajo and the Pueblo Indians feared the bands 
of Apaches with whom they shared the southwestern desert. 

The Apache farmed and herded but, like the Comanche in 
Texas, the men preferred the raiding life. They took what 
they could from whomever they ran across. Before the Civil 
War, most Apaches were based in Mexico and only raided 
farther north. Between 1862 and 1867, Apaches killed 400 
Mexicans and Anglos living in the borderlands and Indians 
no one bothered to count.

The Indians who most fascinated easterners were those 
who were most determined to resist the whites and their 
ways, the tribes of the Great Plains. From the writings of in-
trepid travelers like historian Francis Parkman and painters 
Karl Bodmer and George Catlin, Americans were already ac-
quainted with the Comanche, Cheyenne, and Arapaho peo-
ples of the southern plains, and the Mandan, Crow, Sioux, 
Cheyenne, Nez Percé, Blackfoot, and many other smaller 
tribes of the northern grasslands, when they began to pen-
etrate the West.

Plains Culture
The plains Indians’ culture—their economy, social struc-
ture, religion, diet, dress—revolved around two animals: the 
native bison and the immigrant horse. The bison, possibly 

Settlers of just about the last frontier in the lower forty-eight states. This photograph was taken in Arizona near the Verde 
River in 1885. The small band of Chiricaua Apaches led by Geronimo was still on the loose; Geronimo surrendered the 
next year. Even then, there was a danger of raids by renegade Apaches. In thinly populated parts of Arizona as late as 
1900, schoolchildren had “Apache drills” instead of fire drills. They fled from the school house to dugouts with massive 
lumber doors.

Co
ur

te
sy

 o
f t

he
 A

m
er

ic
an

 M
us

eu
m

 o
f N

at
ur

al
 H

is
to

ry
 N

ew
 Y

or
k



30 million of them in North America in 1800, provided food; 
bones from which tools were made; horns for drinking ves-
sels; sinew for sewing and bowstrings; and hides that became 
clothing, footwear, blankets, portable shelters (the coni-
cal teepees), and canvases on which artists recorded heroic 
legends, tribal histories, and genealogies. The plains Indians 
used buffalo hair for stuffi ng, their brains for tanning hides, 
their hooves to make glue, and their tails to whisk away fl ies. 
As if that was not enough multiple use, the bison’s manure, 
when dry, made a passable fuel for cooking and warmth in a 
land where trees were few and winters were harsh.

Except for the Mandan and Pawnee, who were farmers 
as well as hunters, the Plains tribes were nomads. They had 
no fixed homes. They trailed hundreds of miles annually on 
horseback, following the bison herds. Long-distance trek-
king was not an ancient practice. Before the arrival on the 
plains of “spirit dogs,” horses, the plains Indians hunted on 
foot and, necessarily, had a smaller range. By about 1700, 
however, horses that had escaped from Mexican herds had 
reached the Snake River in southern Idaho, the central plains 
about 1720, and the Columbia Plateau, home of the Nez 
Percé, about 1730.

The Indians captured and tamed the horses, develop-
ing a style of riding without stirrups, saddles, and bits. The 
Comanche were widely regarded as the most skilled riders. 

“Almost as awkward as a monkey on the ground,” painter 
George Catlin wrote of a Comanche warrior in 1834, “the 
moment he lays his hand upon a horse, his face even be-
comes handsome, and he gracefully flies away like a different 
being.” (Catlin’s paintings show that, by 1834, some but not 
all  Comanche warriors were using stirrups purchased from 
Mexicans.) Like all Plains Indians, the Comanches main-
tained as many horses as they could lay their hands on. One 
band of 2,000 Indians managed a herd of 15,000 horses.

Conflict
The wanderings of the plains tribes meant frequent contact 
with one another. They traded and could communicate with 
remarkable subtlety through a common sign language. Un-
crowded as they were, however, and abundant as the bison 
were, the tribes were chronically fi ghting. Not to conquer 
territory; as nomads, they did not think in terms of owning 
land. Nor did they have as much use for slaves as the Eastern 
Woodlands Indians had. Plains Indians fought to steal horses 
and women from one another and as a way for individuals to 
demonstrate their courage. It was a warrior culture.

By 1865, every Plains tribe knew something about the 
“palefaces” or “white-eyes.” They did not particularly dis-
like the wagon trains that traversed the plains for three de-
cades. There were skirmishes but not that many. Of 100,000 

The construction of the transcontinental railroad spelled the doom of the bison that wandered the Great Plain. Herds 
numbering hundreds of thousands could block the line or even damage the “two streaks of rust” by trundling across them. 
Hunters who shot the animals to feed construction workers (most famously “Buffalo Bill” Cody) discovered that buffalo 
hides brought good prices in the East and began to kill the bison wholesale. Within a few years, 15 million of the beasts were 
reduced to 2 or 3 million. By 1890, only a few hundred survived. Miraculously, conservationists rescued them and the species.
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overland emigrants to Oregon and California, only 350 were 
killed by Indians. As long as the white eyes kept moving, they 
were no problem. Indeed, they presented opportunities. The 
tribes traded with them, usually meat for clothing, iron tools, 
firearms and, of course, stole horses and cattle. Indians also 
scavenged the freight that the emigrants discovered they were 
mistaken to bring along.

The Destruction of the Bison
Everything changed after Congress authorized the construc-
tion of transcontinental railroads. The crews that laid the 
tracks of the Union Pacifi c, Kansas Pacifi c, and Northern 
Pacifi c across the plains were no more interested in staying 
than the overland emigrants. However, their needs led, in a 
roundabout way, to the destruction of the bison that was the 
heart of plains culture.

In order to feed their construction workers, the railroads 
hired hunters like William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody, a sometimes 
army scout, sometimes stagecoach driver, to shoot bison. 
Using .50-caliber Springfield rifles, Buffalo Bill’s crew killed 
4,000 bison in just eighteen months. (Buffalo Bill did the 
shooting; other men reloaded his rifles; yet others skinned 
and butchered the carcasses.) Even that made no dent in the 
bison population. However, when some hides were shipped 
back east, they caused a sensation as fashionable “buffalo 
robes.” An industrial slaughter of the animals began at Dodge 
City, Kansas, in 1872. In three months, 700 tons of hides 
(from 43,000 animals) were shipped east from Dodge.

As many as 2,000 men went into the business. A team could 
down and skin hundreds of bison in a day. Buffalo were easy 
targets. Living in huge herds, they were unbothered by loud 
noises; they stood grazing while others collapsed around them 
as long as they did not scent or see the hunters. By 1875, the 
southern herd was effectively wiped out. By 1883, the northern 
herd was gone. Ironically, the Sioux joined in the slaughter, 
selling tens of thousands of hides to buffalo robe couturiers.

Politicians encouraged the massacre because, quite correctly, 
they linked the “Indian problem” to the abundance of bison. 
“So long as there are millions of buffaloes in the West,” a Texan 
told Congress, “so long the Indians cannot be controlled.” 

To apply the finishing touches, wealthy eastern and Eu-
ropean sportsmen chartered special trains and, sometimes 
without stepping to the ground, they shot trophies for their 
mansions and clubs. Their services were not really needed 
and, in the case of Russian Grand Duke Alexis Alexandro-
vitch, they were not very efficient. Alexis fired twelve revolver 
shots at two bison and did not hit either. Buffalo Bill gave 
him a rifle and he finally killed his trophy—from a distance 
of about 10 feet.

In 1874, Congress tried to end the slaughter by prohib-
iting the shooting of bison except for food. General Philip 
 Sheridan, then commanding troops on the plains, urged 
President Grant to veto the bill. Instead of saving the bison, 
 Sheridan said, Congress should strike a medal with “a dead 
buffalo on one side and a discouraged Indian on the other.” 
Grant obliged his old comrade and killed the act. In 1889, 
when preservationists stepped in to save the species, fewer 

than a thousand bison were alive. Most of the 200,000 bison 
alive today are descended from just 77 animals.

THE LAST INDIAN WARS
General Sheridan is usually remembered as an Indian hater. 
He is said to have replied to an Indian who told him, “Me 
good Indian” with, “The only good Indian is a dead Indian.” 
He may have done so. If he did, he was likely speaking as a 
military man about his enemies, not expressing his personal 
feelings. He betrayed those in 1878 when he was asked why 
the Sioux and Cheyenne had fought for so long against im-
possible odds: “We took away their country and their means 
of support, broke up their mode of living, their habits of life, 
introduced disease and decay among them, and it was for 
this and against this that they made war.”

America’s final Indian wars were often brutal. Many frus-
trated officers in the West agreed with Commissioner of In-
dian Affairs Francis Walker who said in 1871, “when dealing 
with savage men, as with savage beasts, no question of na-
tional honor can arise. Whether to fight, to run away, or to 
employ a ruse, is solely a question of expediency.”

But a good many others, like Sheridan, regretted that duty 
required them to fight an enemy whose cause was justified. 
General George Crook, generally considered the best Indian 
fighter of the era, confessed that the “hardest thing” for him 
was “to go out and fight against those who you know are in 

Buffalo Soldiers
The Indians called the African Americans of the Ninth and 
Tenth Cavalry Regiments “Buffalo Soldiers” because, to the 
Indians, the soldiers’ hair resembled buffalo hide. The black 
regiments’ record in the West was excellent. The Ninth 
and Tenth had the lowest desertion rate and fewest court 
martials of any western regiments; individual soldiers won 
eighteen Congressional Medals of Honor in the Indian Wars.

Moving amidst the Hostiles
In the movies, a detachment of U.S. Cavalry is a line of men on 
horses—nothing more. In reality, the soldiers were accompanied 
by a train of as many as 150 wagons crammed with provisions 
and, of course, a large remuda.

The men rested their horses without delaying the progress 
of the column by dividing into two troops. One troop rode until 
it was about half a mile ahead of the wagon train. The soldiers 
dismounted to stretch their legs and the animals grazed and 
drank until the wagons, led by the second troop, were about 
half a mile ahead. Then the resting troop mounted and formed 
a rear guard, repeating the maneuver. In this way, there were 
always soldiers at either end of the vital supplies.



the right.” He blamed “nine-tenths of all our Indian  troubles” 
on “the greed and avarice of the whites.” Three of the bloodi-
est days of the last Indian wars were the direct consequences 
of gold hunters who trespassed on lands granted to the tribes 
in treaties. Instead of ordering the army to expel the inter-
lopers, the federal government ordered the soldiers to defend 
them. Gold was at stake, “the almighty dollar” in Crook’s 
words.

denounced the Sand Creek massacre in unambivalent 
 language:

As to Colonel Chivington, your committee can hardly 
find fitting terms to describe his conduct. Wearing the 
uniform of the United States, which should be the em-
blem of justice and humanity . . . he deliberately planned 
and executed a foul and dastardly massacre which would 
have disgraced the veriest savage among those who were 
the victims of his cruelty. Having full knowledge of their 
friendly character, having himself been instrumental to 
some extent in placing them in their position of fancied 
security, he took advantage of their in-apprehension 
and defenceless condition to gratify the worst passions 
that ever cursed the heart of man.
(Chivington was not punished.)

The Fetterman Debacle
Two years later, an offi cer as foolish as Chivington was vile 
led seventy-nine troopers to their deaths in a well-laid trap 
in northern Wyoming. An army detachment commanded 
by Colonel Henry B. Carrington had built a stockade, Fort 
Phil Kearny, in Sioux country. Their assignment was to pro-
tect caravans carrying provisions to gold miners farther 
north. Carrington was instructed neither to attack nor pro-
voke the Indians. One of his subordinates, Captain William 
 Fetterman, called Carrington “timid.” Fetterman had been a 
brave combat offi cer in the Civil War but he knew nothing 
about Indian-style warfare and did not appreciate the signifi -
cance of Fort Phil Kearny’s isolation. He was also a blowhard. 
He boasted that with eighty men he could “ride through the 
entire Sioux nation.”

On December 21, 1866, an apparently small number of 
Sioux warriors harassed an army work party that was cutting 
firewood not far from the fort. Fetterman finagled his way 
into the command of a relief force of eighty men. Carrington 
emphatically commanded him to rescue the woodcutters 
and under no circumstances to pursue the Sioux.

Fetterman did exactly that only to discover that he had 
been decoyed into a trap by the Sioux war chief, Red Cloud. 
Red Cloud had hidden about 2,000 warriors who, when 

Massacres 
Neither Indians nor whites had a monopoly on perpetrating 
atrocities. Indians massacred other Indians; for example, in 
1871 when Papagos in Arizona killed 100 Apaches. Indians 
massacred whites as in New Mexico and Arizona in 1885 
when Apaches murdered forty-five white civilians. Whites 
massacred Indians in 1863 at Bear Creek, North Dakota 
and in 1864 at Sand Creek in Colorado. Whites massacred 
whites in 1857 at Mountain Meadows, Utah, when Mormons 
slaughtered emigrants bound for California.

The Sand Creek Massacre
There were few big battles on the plains; it was a war of many 
small skirmishes. During the fi rst decade after a Sioux upris-
ing in Minnesota in 1862, the U.S. Army counted 200 inci-
dents. The army’s total casualties were fewer than in any of 
several single battles with Eastern Woodlands Indians during 
the 1790s. Indeed, one of the bloodiest days of the wars was 
no battle at all but an ugly unprovoked massacre of friendly 
Cheyenne by Colorado militia.

In 1864, the Cheyenne were divided within the tribe. One 
faction wanted to fight the whites, the other to keep the peace. 
In May, when the war party began to prepare, Chief Black 
Kettle, who wanted no part of war, led about a thousand 
Cheyenne and a few Arapahoes to Fort Lyon in  Colorado. He 
assured the officers there that his band was keeping the peace. 
He was told to make winter camp on Sand Creek about 30 
miles away, raise an American flag above the village, and he 
would be safe. His anxieties allayed, Black Kettle sent most 
of his young men on a buffalo hunt to bring in the winter’s 
provisions.

On November 29, Colonel John Chivington, who had 
been present at the Fort Lyon discussions, ordered  Colorado 
militia (not regular soldiers) to charge the camp. One of his 
captains refused to obey the order, but the others did. They 
killed about 200 of the 800 people in the camp, all but a few 
of them women, children, and old men. Later, investigators 
concluded that almost all of the fifteen dead cavalrymen 
had been killed by the “friendly fire” of the poorly trained 
militiamen.

Chivington tried to pass himself off as a hero; he claimed 
his men had killed 200 braves about to go on the warpath. 
It was too big a lie to survive scrutiny. Army investiga-
tors uncovered the facts and a congressional  committee 

Just Cause
By no means did every soldier in the West think of Indians 
as vermin to be run to ground. Captain Frederick Benteen, 
who was at the Little Bighorn (although not with Custer’s 
doomed party), wrote of the effectiveness of the Sioux 
attack: “We were at their hearths and homes, their medicine 
was working well, and they were fighting for all the good God 
gives anyone to fight for.” Custer himself said, “If I were an 
Indian, I would greatly prefer . . . the free open plains, rather 
than submit to the confined limits of a reservation, there to 
be the recipient of the blessed benefits of civilization, with its 
vices thrown in without stint or measure.”
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 Fetterman pursued the decoys, surrounded and killed all 
eighty soldiers. The incident was called the Fetterman 
 Massacre but it was more properly a battle in which one 
commander, Red Cloud, made a fool and a corpse of his 
army counterpart.

Custer’s Last Stand
Between 1866 and 1876, the army, mostly cavalry, fought 
tenaciously and mostly successfully against the Sioux and 
their allies, the Cheyenne. But the troopers in their worn and 
dusty blue uniforms could not draw the Indians into a deci-
sive battle. The Sioux and Cheyenne, led by Sitting Bull and 
war chief Crazy Horse, understood that they could not win 
a pitched battle unless, like Red Cloud, they could sucker the 
troopers. Instead, they exploited the vastness of the plains to 
evade every army sent after them. 

In 1876, the army devised a plan to find and defeat the 
Sioux and Cheyenne by closing on them in southern  Montana 
from three directions. Colonel George Armstrong Custer of 
the Seventh Cavalry, which was advancing from the south, 
sighted about forty warriors. He divided his command into 
three and led 265 troopers and Crow scouts in hot pursuit. It 
was a trap as perfectly choreographed as Red Cloud’s at Fort 
Phil Kearny. Every soldier and scout, Custer included, was 

killed. Custer had charged into the entire Sioux nation on the 
banks of a stream called the Little Big Horn. 

It was an ending that more than one officer had predicted 
for Custer. A Civil War hero, he had been reckless as an 
 Indian fighter. He routinely neglected reconnaissance. The 
Seventh Cavalry had not brought its Gatling guns—the deci-
sive weapon against Indians—because they slowed the horse 
soldiers down, and Custer craved glory; he wanted to get to 
the enemy before the other two columns. ( Unbeknownst 
to him, one column had been fought to a standstill and 
delayed.) He got his glory. “Custer’s Last Stand” thrilled 
 Americans. “ Yellow Hair” (as the Sioux called him) became a 
romantic hero in death. A brewery commissioned a painting 
of the Battle of the Little Big Horn and distributed 150,000 
reproductions of it. One scholar has counted 967 different 
representations of the battle.

Senior officers who disliked Custer blamed him for the 
disaster, but quietly among themselves. Only in the next cen-
tury would the battle be appreciated as a well-engineered 
tactical victory by Crazy Horse, perhaps the most brilliant 
Indian war chief. The Sioux and Cheyenne celebrations were 
short-lived, however. The other columns in the field closed 
in. Within a year, the Indians were under guard or had fled 
with Chief Sitting Bull to Canada.

“Custer’s Last Stand” so thrilled Americans that dozens of artists painted renditions of the battle. A print distributed by the 
Anheuser-Busch brewery was the decorative centerpiece in hundreds of saloons. No white artists witnessed the battle, of course; no 
whites survived the historic defeat. Red Horse, a Sioux who painted this version of the battle, was an eyewitness. He fought at the 
Little Big Horn.
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Chief Joseph
Like Black Kettle, Nez Percé Chief Joseph understood that 
his Wallowa Band of northeastern Oregon—800 to 1,000 
strong—had no chance to defeat the U.S. Army. Hinmaton 
Yalaktat (Chief Joseph’s Nez Percé name) made concession 
after concession to keep the peace. But he drew the line at 
moving to a reservation on wasteland that would not sup-
port his people. When the army commanded by General 
O. O. Howard moved in on him in the summer of 1877, Chief 
Joseph decided to fl ee to Canada as Sitting Bull had done.

For three months, Chief Joseph led his tribe on a cir-
cuitous trek of almost 2,000 miles, brilliantly evading the 
2,000 soldiers pursuing him. When the troopers caught up, 
his handful of braves fought courageous rear-guard actions 
while the women and children escaped. But 200 of Chief 

Joseph’s original 800 Nez Percé were dead when, in October, 
Howard’s troops cornered the survivors just 25 miles from 
the Canadian line. Chief Joseph surrendered 87 warriors (40 
with wounds), 184 women, and 147 children.

The heroism of his flight and the tragic eloquence of his 
surrender message to General Howard won the respect of 
many Americans:

I am tired of fighting. Our chiefs are killed, Too-hul-hul-
sote is dead. . . . It is cold, and we have no blankets; the 
little children are freezing to death. My people, some of 
them, have run away to the hills, and have no blankets, 
no food. No one knows where they are—perhaps freez-
ing to death. I want to have time to look for my chil-
dren, and see how many of them I can find. Maybe I 
shall find them among the dead. Hear me, my chiefs! I 
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MAP 30:1 Indian Reservations, 1875 and 1900. Before the destruction of the bison, the Plains Indians were impeded from ranging 
from Canada to northern Texas, from Minnesota and Nebraska to the Rocky Mountains, only by a healthy respect for the turf of other 
tribes. By 1875, they were being herded on to reservations that shrunk in size steadily and sharply in just twenty-five years. White
settlers bought Indian lands that the federal government had called inviolable. The federal government opened the entire western 
half of “Indian Territory” (Oklahoma) to white settlers.
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am tired; my heart is sick and sad. From where the sun 
now stands, I will fight no more forever.

Chief Joseph and the remnants of his band were forced to 
move to lands that no whites wanted.

Good Intentions, Tragic Results
In 1881, Helen Hunt Jackson of Colorado published A Cen-
tury of Dishonor, a bestseller. In meticulous detail and with 
only minor factual errors, she traced the perfi dy with which 
the federal government had dealt with the Indians since in-
dependence. The list of Indian treaties agreed to was a list of 
broken treaties. Time and again, whites had cheated “savage” 

Indians of their land, had herded them onto reservations, 
and then chipped away at those.

The government no longer made treaties with Indian “na-
tions.” Members of tribes that did not resist were defined as 
wards of the federal government. They were not citizens but 
were under Washington’s protection and enjoyed a few privi-
leges. After the publication of A Century of Dishonor, many 
easterners demanded that the government use its guardian-
ship in a constructive manner.

In 1887, Congress approved the Dawes Severalty Act. Inten-
tions were of the best. Assuming that the traditional  Indian way 
of life was no longer feasible, which was obvious, the sponsors 
of the Dawes Act argued that the Indians must be  Americanized 

A Sioux village at Pine Ridge, South Dakota, in 1891. Although there were no more bison to hunt, the Sioux still camped as if they 
were following a herd, a poignant illustration of how rapidly their culture was destroyed. In a village much like this one in 1890, the 
famous Sitting Bull was shot when, during an attempt to arrest him, a misunderstanding led to a shootout between members of his
band and reservation police.  This photograph was made during the summer after the Ghost Dance massacre at Wounded Knee, not 
far from this site.
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if they were to survive. That is, they must become self-sustain-
ing by adopting the ways of the larger culture. The Dawes Act 
dissolved the tribes and the reservations were distributed, 
 homestead-style, 160 acres to each head of family, with an 
additional 80 acres for each adult member of the household. 
Lands left over were sold to whites. In order to avoid further 
despoliation, Congress decreed that Indian lands could not be 
sold or otherwise disposed of for twenty-five years.

The supporters of the Dawes Act overlooked a number 
of important facts. First, few western Indians were farmers. 
 Second, the reservation lands were rarely suited to agricul-
ture; they had been allotted to the Indians precisely  because 
they were unattractive to white farmers. Third, tracts of 
160 acres in the arid West were rarely enough to support 
 efficient farmers, let alone novices at tillage and herding. 
 Finally, the plains Indians did not think in terms of indi-
vidual ownership of land. The tribe, which the Dawes Act 
relegated to the dustheap, was their basic social unit.

Wounded Knee
The Sioux had been paramount on the northern plains in 
1865. By 1890, they were living, demoralized, on a few res-
ervations. They were ripe to be swept up by the teachings of 
Wovoka, also known as Jack Wilson, a religious visionary in 
the tradition of the Prophet.

Wovoka adapted Christian doctrines to Indian yearnings. 
By performing a ritual dance, he said, the Indians would pre-
vail on the Great Spirit to make the white man disappear in a 
great flood. Then the buffalo herds and the Indians whom the 
whites had killed would be resurrected, led by “the  Messiah 

who came once to live on earth with the white men but was 
killed by them.” The old way of life would be restored.

In December 1890, on Wounded Knee Creek on South 
Dakota’s Pine Ridge reservation, soldiers guarding a Sioux 
encampment tried to take guns from Ghost dancers. There 
was a shoving incident and shots were fired. The soldiers 
were nervous; there were not many of them, but they had 
four Hotchkiss guns, an early machine gun that fired 140 
rounds a minute. When the battle was over, only about 50 
Indians survived. An unknown number between 200 and 
300 were dead. For the Indians of the Great Plains, there was 
no escape, not even in mysticism.

THE CATTLE KINGDOM
In 1870, Americans were raising 23.8 million cattle. In 1900, 
67.7 million head were fattening on grasslands, mostly in the 
West. Cattle replaced the nearly extinct bison on the great 
plains. The men who at fi rst rounded up wild, scrawny long-
horns of Spanish origin on public lands, and, by the 1890s, 
were raising more docile and meatier breeds, especially Eng-
lish Herefords, were motivated by the demands for cheap 
beef in the burgeoning cities of the East. 

The First Buckaroos
The cowboys who were the knights of the cattle kingdom be-
came central to American folklore almost as soon as they rode 
onto the scene. Their way of life was ruthlessly  romanticized, 
of course, also from the very start. Rather more remarkable 

Texas cowboys—the real 
thing! The photograph 
was posed; the sombreros, 
and clothing are clean 
and unrumpled. (The 
man standing in front 
is wearing brand new 
jeans and shirt. He would 
surely not don a white 
shirt with a day of dirty 
work ahead of him.) 
Probably, the picture 
was taken after the men 
had delivered their herd 
in Kansas, been paid 
off, had a bath and a 
shave and very likely a 
drink or two, and—good 
riddance—discarded the 
clothing in which they 
had worked for three 
months.
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Punching Cows

It took three to four months to drive a herd of cattle from 
the vicinity of San Antonio to a railhead town in Kansas. 
For a young man to be asked to join a trail crew was a great 
honor. The wages were not much, $1 a day plus board and 
as good a bed as the sod of the plains provided. Miners 
made $3 to $3.50 a day. But only a lad whose skills and 
reliability had impressed the foreman was asked to hit the 
trail. And there was no gold or silver in southern Texas.

The crew for a long drive consisted of the foreman or 
trail boss; a segundo, who took over when the boss was 
absent; a cook (an older man); a wrangler in charge of the 
remuda (the herd of spare horses that accompanied the 
expedition), ten to twelve mounts for each hand.

A herd of cattle (mostly steers, castrated males) moved 
10 to 15 miles a day. The cattle grazed when the herd was 
halted for that purpose or for as long as an individual 
could stop and loaf before he was told to “git along.” Two 
cowboys rode “lead” or “point,” carefully staying to either 
side of the milling herd so as to get out of the way if the 
cattle stampeded. Four rode “swing” and “flank,” in pairs 
alongside the herd; and two or three rode “drag,” behind 
the herd to keep it moving and to ride after stragglers. 

Each position had its peculiarities. Riding point was the 
most dangerous, but it was also the most prestigious and 
pleasantest in terms of dust and odor. Riding drag was the 
safest assignment but also the least desirable job, not only 
because of the quality of the air, but also because there was 
hardly a moment when some independent-minded “dogie” 
was not determined to set off on its own. Riding swing and 
flank was easiest on the nerves and on the ponies.

A day’s drive started at first light and ended as late to-
ward dusk as adequate grass and water were available. The 
cowboy’s work was not done, however. After a big dinner 
at the chuck wagon, all the hands, in pairs, “rode night” in 
two-hour shifts. The two slowly circled the herd in oppo-
site directions, looking out for predators and soothing the 
nervous steers. The western singing tradition developed as 
a means of keeping a herd calm; music soothed the gener-
ally docile beasts. 

Night riding was detested; not only did it cut a big chunk 
out of a sorely needed sleep, it could be quite dangerous. 
Almost all stampedes started at night, tripped by a bolt 
of lightning, a steer dodging a coyote, a band of Indians 
scattering the herd so as to round up a few animals for 
their own meals. Stampedes were the most common cause 
of death on the long drive; second was drowning while 
swimming the herd across rivers. Andy Adams described 

one dangerous crossing that was made without casualties. 
About a mile from the river,

we held up the herd and changed horses, every man 
picking out one with a tested ability to swim. Those 
of us who were expected to take to the water as the 
herd entered the river divested ourselves of boots and 
clothing, which we intrusted to riders in the rear. The 
approach to the crossing was gradual, but the op-
posite bank was abrupt, with only a narrow passage 
way leading out from the channel. As the current was 
certain to carry the swimming cattle downstream, we 
must, to make due allowance, take the water nearly a 
hundred yards above the outlet on the other shore. All 
this was planned out in advance by our foreman.

Adams’s horse had to swim the river a dozen times to get 
the entire herd across.

Cowboys sometimes brought a favorite pony on the trail, 
but the boss supplied most of them: tough, wiry geldings. 
They were specialists. In addition to water horses, there 
were morning horses, afternoon horses, and night horses. 
The most talented mount was the cutting horse, which 
knew exactly how a steer would act without the rider’s in-
structions. The best were as agile as sheepdogs.

At the end of the drive, the horses were sold along with 
the cattle. Few hands returned to Texas overland. After they 
had spent a little or a lot of their pay on liquor, women, and 
cards, cowboys climbed aboard an eastbound train, rode 
it to the Mississippi, and struck south by riverboat. Andy 
Adams’s first cowboying was a double-long drive. The crew 
was taking the herd beyond the outroad through Kansas 
and Nebraska to deliver them, according to a federal treaty, 
to Blackfoot Indians. The foreman and cook rode into 
Abilene to buy provisions but the cowboys were ordered to 
stay with the herd. Adams observed, a bit ruefully,

It was probably for the best, for this little cow town 
had the reputation of setting a pace that left the way-
farer purseless and breathless, to say nothing about 
headaches. Though our foreman had not reached 
those mature years in life when the pleasures and fri-
volities of dissipation no longer allure, yet it was but 
natural that he should wish to keep his men from the 
temptation of the cup that cheers and the wiles of the 
siren. But when the wagon returned that evening, it 
was evident that our foreman was human, for with 
a box of cigars which were promised us were several 
bottles of Old Crow.

How They Lived

for literary, movie, and television characters that were salable 
for a century, the actual history of the real thing was quite 
brief, a little more than twenty years.

In the late 1850s, enterprising Texans began to round up 
longhorns that ranged freely between the Nueces River and 

the Rio Grande. They drove the cattle north over an old In-
dian trail to Sedalia, Missouri, a railroad town with connec-
tions to Chicago. The bosses were Anglos, but many of their 
employees were Mexicans who called themselves vaqueros,
“cowboys.” (Vaquero was anglicized as “buckaroo.”)



Most buckaroos were young white men, but the Mexican 
origins of their trade remained obvious. The cowboy’s dis-
tinctive costume was an adaptation of Mexican workclothes. 
The bandana, when tied over a cowboy’s mouth, was a dust 
screen, a necessity when a thousand cattle were kicking it up. 
The broad-brimmed hat was not favored because it was pic-
turesque but because it was a sun and rain shield (and held 
water for a rough approximation of washing up).

The pointed, high-heeled boots, awkward for walking, 
even painful, were designed for riding in stirrups, where a 
vaquero spent his workday. The “western saddle” was of 
 Mexican design, providing a more comfortable seat for all-
day sitting than the English saddles with which easterners 
were familiar. Chaps, leather leg coverings, got their name 
from chaparral, the woody brush from which they protected 
the cowboy. Spanish words adopted into English via the cow-
boys include lasso, lariat, corral, cinch, bronco, and pronto.

Meat for Millions
The Civil War stifl ed the long cattle drives from Texas before 
they were fairly begun. Then Missouri prohibited the impor-
tation of Texas cattle because contagious hoof and mouth 
disease was common among the longhorns. By 1866, how-
ever, the Kansas-Pacifi c railroad reached Abilene, Kansas. A 
wheeler-dealer from Illinois, Joseph G. McCoy, saw the pos-
sibilities of underselling beef cattle raised on expensive pas-
ture back east with Texas steers. McCoy built holding pens on 
the outskirts of Abilene, arranged to ship cattle he did not yet 
own with the railroad, and he let it be known in Texas that if 
vaqueros drove their cattle to Kansas, he would buy them.

In 1867, McCoy shipped 35,000 “tall, bony, coarse headed, 
flat-sided, thin-flanked” longhorns to Chicago. In 1868, 
75,000 of the beasts, next to worthless in Texas, passed 
through Abilene. Chicago meatpackers demanded more. 
In 1871, 600,000 “critters” passed through the pens of sev-
eral Kansas railroad towns on their way to American dinner 
 tables.

The profits were immense. A steer that cost about $5 to 
raise on the open range could be driven to Kansas for about 
a cent a mile ($5 to $8), and sold for $25, more in some 
years. That kind of profit attracted investors from back east 
and Great Britain. One British operation paid dividends of 
28 percent its first year in business. There was nothing wild 
and woolly about the cattlemen. Wyoming’s Cheyenne Club 
was as posh as a London men’s club. The typical member sat 
on a horse only to be photographed for the folks back home. 
His usual mount was a plush easy chair, his range a fine car-
pet, and he puffed on Havana cigars when he discussed ac-
counts with his fellow buckaroos.

As the railhead moved westward, so did the cowboys’ des-
tination. The citizens of the first cow towns like Abilene were, 
after two or three years, glad to see the herds and cowboys 
catching their trains farther west. They concluded after a few 
seasons that the money to be made by shipping cattle was 
not worth the damage the herds did to their own ranches 
and farms. The wild behavior of young cowboys bent on a 
blowout after months on the trail was not compatible with 
respectable civic life. As a cow town grew, its “better element” 

wanted churches and schools on Main Street, not saloons, 
casinos, and whorehouses. The stage was set for the “taming” 
of the town, the theme of many a movie.

Cattlemen never lacked for a place to get their herds on 
the trains. There were always newer towns to the west where 
they were still welcome. Just in Kansas, Abilene, Ellsworth, 
Newton, Wichita, Dodge City, and Hays had their heydays as 
railheads surrounded by holding pens and feedlots.

Disaster
The era of the long drive and the bonanza profi ts came to 
an end because of greed and a natural disaster. The money 
to be made from open range cattle was so great that the big 
operators ignored the damage that the herds were doing to 
the grasslands. Vast as the plains were, they were overstocked 
and overgrazed by the 1880s. Bison had migrated hundreds 
of miles annually in search of fresh grass, leaving the land 
they passed over to recover. The cattle’s wanderings were 
limited. They fouled clear-running springs, trampling them 
into mud pits. Weeds never previously noticed displaced the 
overgrazed grasses. Hills were scarred by cattle trails that 
rains turned into ravines. Some species of migratory birds 
that had darkened the western skies twice a year nearly dis-
appeared; beefsteaks on the hoof had wiped out what had 
been their provisions on their seasonal fl ights.

Then, on January 1, 1886, a great blizzard buried the east-
ern and southern plains. Within a few days, 3 feet of snow 
drifted into banks 20 and 30 feet high. Between 50 and 
85 percent of the livestock froze to death or died of hun-
ger. About 300 cowboys failed to reach shelter and died; the 
 casualties among Indians were never counted. When spring 
arrived, half the plains reeked of the smell of death.

A long drought that summer ruined the cattlemen who 
had survived the snows. Grasses that had survived summer 
droughts for millennia were unable to do so after being suf-
focated by the blizzard. Weakened cattle starved when they 
should have been fattening. Then, the next winter, the north-
ern plains, which had escaped the worst of the blizzard of 
1886, got 16 inches of snow in sixteen hours, followed by 
weeks of intermittent fall.

The cattle industry recovered, but only when more me-
thodical businessmen took over the business. Cattle bar-
ons like Richard King of southern Texas forswore the open 
range. Through clever manipulation of land laws, King built 
a ranch that was as large as the state of Rhode Island. If no 
one else’s empire building was quite so spectacular, King’s 
example was imitated in Texas, Wyoming, Montana, and 
eastern Colorado.

The railroads built spur lines into ranch country. The long 
drive was no longer necessary. The cowboy became a ranch 
hand, a not-so-freewheeling employee of large commercial 
operations.

Oh, Give Me a Home
Even during the days of the long drive, the cowboy’s world 
bore scant resemblance to the legends that permeated popu-
lar culture. Despite the white complexion of the cowboys in 
popular literature (and in the fi lms of the twentieth century), 
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a goodly proportion of cowboys were Mexican or black. In 
some instances, all three groups acted and mixed as equals. 
More often, the cowboys split along racial lines when they 
reached the end of the trail, frequenting different restaurants, 
barber shops, hotels, saloons, and brothels.

Black, white, or Hispanic, the cowboys were, in fact, little 
more than boys. Photographs that they had taken in cow 
towns like Abilene and Dodge as well as arrest records (mostly 
for drunk and disorderly conduct) show few men older than 
25. The life was too arduous for anyone but youths—days 
in the saddle, nights sleeping on bare ground in all weather. 
Moreover, the cowboy who married could not afford to be 
absent from his own ranch or farm for the months the long 
drives consumed.

The real buckaroos were not constantly engaged in shoot-
ing scrapes such as make western novels and movies excit-
ing. Their skills lay in horsemanship and handling a rope, not 
with the less-than-accurate Colt revolver that they carried 
chiefly as a means of signaling distant coworkers.  Toting guns 
was forbidden in railhead towns. With a drunken binge on 
every cowboy’s itinerary, the law officer in charge of keep-
ing the peace could not tolerate shooting irons on every hip. 
Those who did not leave their revolvers in camp outside town 
checked them at the police station or a livery stable before 
they hit the saloons.

THE WILD WEST IN AMERICAN
CULTURE
The legends of the West as a wild place—“no Sunday west 
of Bismarck and west of Miles City no God”—and of the 
cowboys as quick-drawing paladins of the wide-open spaces 

were not creations of later days. The western themes familiar 
to everyone today were fully formed when the cold reality 
was still alive on the plains. 

Oddly, the myths of the “Wild West” were embraced not 
only by easterners, but by cowboys and other westerners too. 
Palisade, Nevada, a tiny town where Central Pacific trains 
stopped to take on water had a reputation in eastern news-
papers as a den of cutthroats because there were gunfights 
when passengers stepped off the train for refreshments. In 
fact, Palisade might be considered the first theme park; locals 
staged the fights perhaps to tweak easterners’ fantasies, per-
haps because the locals were just plain bored with the Wild 
West as it actually was.

Dime Novels
During the 1880s, when he was a rancher in North Dakota, 
future president Theodore Roosevelt helped arrest two cow-
boys who had robbed a grocery store. In their saddlebags 
were found several dime novels about western outlaws driven 
to crime by social injustice.

Dime novels (also called “pulps” after the cheap paper on 
which they were printed) were short books of about 100 pages 
that had lots of action—fistfights and shootings—and lots of 
padding such as overblown description. Not all of them had 
western settings but those were the most popular. A former 
Know-Nothing who had been dishonorably discharged from 
the Union army, E. Z. C. Judson, using the pen name Ned 
Buntline, churned out more than 400 of them between 1865 
and 1886. He and a host of imitators created western charac-
ters as superhuman as the heroes of Greek mythology and as 
chivalric as the knights of the Round Table: intrepid lawmen, 
fearless Indian fighters, noble bandits, and beautiful women 
who could shoot as straight as the sheriff.

It is impossible to distinguish 
William F. Cody, the show business 
impresario and Cody the authentic 
buffalo hunter and scout. Cody 
was putting on shows when he was 
still riding for the Fifth Calvary. In 
1890, after he had rubbed elbows 
with European royalty, General 
Nelson Miles asked Cody to visit his 
friend Sitting Bull and ask for his 
cooperation during the Ghost Dance 
excitement. Cody was on the way 
to the Pine Ridge reservation when 
Sitting Bull was killed and the battle 
of Wounded Knee was fought.
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Some dialogue was stilted. A woman pointing her revolver 
at a villain warned him: “Stand back! or so surely as there 
is a sky above us, I will send your soul unbidden before the 
judgement bar!” Sometimes it was rustic: “If you vally that 
‘ar wife of your bussum, and your little cherubims (as I allow 
you’ve got) you better be makin’ tracks for safer quarters.”

Some of Buntline’s heros were real people whom he ac-
tually knew but whose fabulous deeds were thoroughly fic-
tionalized. “Calamity Jane” was a real person (Martha Jane 
Cannary) but she was a pathetic alcoholic, not the ravishing 

consort of James Butler “Wild Bill” Hickock. Belle Starr, “the 
bandit queen,” was Myra Belle Shirley, the serial mistress of 
several thieves and killers of no discernible nobility.

In the dime novels, train robber Jesse James was a modern-
day Robin Hood who gave the money he stole to the poor. 
When Jesse was murdered by one of his gang, his mother 
Zerelda James made a tourist attraction of his grave, charg-
ing admission and explaining that her son had been a good 
Christian who read the Bible in his spare time. Jesse, accord-
ing to Zerelda, closely examined train passengers and did not 

Tonopah
Goldfield

Telluride

Cripple
Creek

Leadville

MAP 30:2 Western Economic Development in the 1870s. At its zenith in the 1880s, the “cattle kingdom” extended from the 
Canadian line to Texas between the Rockies and the farm lands of eastern Kansas and Nebraska. The gold and silver mining frontier 
was, for the most part, in the mountains and desert. There were six major mining regions: California and northwestern Nevada; 
southern Nevada; Idaho and western Montana; the Black Hills of South Dakota; the Rockies centered around Denver; and southern 
Arizona. The nation’s most productive logging, having already migrated from New England to Wisconsin and Minnesota, was now 
centered in the redwoods of California and the spruce and Douglas fir forests of Washington and Oregon. 
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steal from those whose hands were calloused indicating that 
they were working men. “Wild Bill” Hickok had indeed been 
a lawman who killed several men in the line of duty. But his 
preferred and primary profession was professional gambling. 
He was shot down on the job in Deadwood, South Dakota, in 
1876; he was playing cards.

Buffalo Bill
Hickock, Calamity Jane, and other living legends personally 
contributed to the mythmaking by appearing in Wild West 
shows that toured the eastern states. So did Sitting Bull, the 
chief of the Hunkpapa Sioux at the Battle of the Little Big-
horn, Black Elk, and Luther Standing Bear. 

The greatest of the shows was the creation of William F. 
“Buffalo Bill” Cody. A decent, generous man who drank too 
much, Cody really had been a buffalo hunter and scout for 
the army. Ironically, given the dozens of “merciless savages” 
he shot dead at every performance, Cody was famously (and 
unusually) fair in his dealings with Indians; he never had 
trouble hiring warriors to join his troupe. He may have been 
the only “white eyes” the embittered Sitting Bull trusted.

His biggest star was Phoebe Ann Moses who, wisely, 
performed as Annie Oakley. She was a sharpshooter who 

 defeated almost every marksman with whom she competed. 
But Annie was no daughter of the golden west. She was an 
impoverished Ohio girl who discovered her talent with guns 
by shooting game for restaurants in order to support her 
widowed mother.

Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show was impossibly popular. 
Four million people attended 318 performances just outside 
the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893. In Europe a few years ear-
lier, 2.5 million saw his show.

Not all the creators of the legendary West were sensational-
ists. Frederic Remington’s paintings and bronze statuettes of 
cowboys and Indians were studiously representative. In 1902, 
a Philadelphia patrician, Owen Wister, published a best seller, 
The Virginian, that sold 100,000 copies in one year. Wister’s 
hero was the prototype of the noble knight-errant of the plains 
who became a stock figure in movie westerns. If the cowboy 
gave you his word, Wister wrote, “he kept it; Wall Street would 
have found him behind the times. Nor did he talk lewdly to 
women; Newport would have thought him old-fashioned.”

The Mining Frontier
The folklore of the precious-metal mining frontier is second 
only to the legend of the cowboy in American popular  culture. 

Deadwood, South Dakota, at the peak of its notoriety in 1876. The town is all bustle and movement, and this is a superb example
of artistic photography. James Butler “Wild Bill” Hickock, a nationally known figure, was murdered in Deadwood in 1876, but the
gold camp was not at all the dangerous place newspapermen and dime novelists depicted. Including Wild Bill, there were only four
homicides in Deadwood in 1876, not all that many for a town of its size in Rhode Island.
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Deadwood, South Dakota, where Wild Bill Hickok was shot 
in the back and Calamity Jane spent her fi nal years, was no 
cowtown but a gold-mining center.

Gold and Silver Rushes
After the California placer mines played out, prospectors look-
ing for “glory holes” fanned out over the mountains and des-
erts of the West. For more than a generation, they discovered 
new deposits almost annually and very rich ones every few 
years. In 1859, there were two great strikes. A fi nd in the Pike’s 
Peak area of Colorado led to a rush as frantic as that of 1849. 
About the same time, gold miners in northern Nevada discov-
ered that a “blue mud” that was frustrating their operations 
was one of the richest silver ores ever discovered. This was the 
beginning of Virginia City and the Comstock Lode. Before 
the Comstock pinched out in the twentieth century, it yielded 
more than $400 million in silver (and quite a bit of gold too).

In 1862, Tombstone, Arizona (site of the famous “OK 
Corral”) was founded on the site of a gold mine. In 1864, 
Helena, Montana, rose atop another. In 1876, rich placer 
deposits were discovered in the Black Hills of South Dakota. 
Whites were forbidden by a treaty with the Sioux from en-
tering the Black Hills but they went anyway and, as usual, 
the government defended rather than expelled them. In 
1877, silver was found at Leadville, Colorado, almost 2 miles 
above sea level in the Rockies.

During the 1880s, the Coeur d’Alene district in the Idaho 
panhandle drew thousands of miners, as did copper deposits 
across the mountains in Butte, Montana. In 1891, the Cripple 
Creek district in Colorado began to outproduce every other 
mining town. In 1898, miners rushed north to Canada’s 
Klondike, Alaska’s Yukon, and then to Nome, where the gold 
was mixed with sand on the beach. As late as 1901, there was 
an old-fashioned rush when Jim Butler, the classic grizzled 
old prospector in a slouch hat, “his view obscured by the rear 
end of a donkey,” drove his pick into a desolate mountain in 
southern Nevada and found it “practically made of silver.” 
Wandering out of the town of Tonopah, founded on the site 
of Butler’s discovery, prospectors discovered rich gold depos-
its in Goldfield, a few miles away.

Mining Camps and Cities
Readers of dime novels and fi lm fans later have reveled in 
the vision of boisterous, wide-open mining towns, complete 
with saloons rocking with the music of tinny pianos and the 

shouts of unkempt bearded men. The live-for-today miner, 
the gambler, and the prostitute with a heart of gold are fi x-
tures of popular culture. Nor is the picture altogether imagi-
nary. The speculative mining economy fostered a risk-all at-
titude toward life and work and attracted plenty of characters 
who can reasonably be called (among other things) colorful.

However, efficient exploitation of hard rock (underground) 
mining required a great deal of capital and technical expertise. 
Consequently, the mining camps that were home to 5,000 to 
20,000 people within a few years of their founding were also 
modern cities with a variety of urban services and a social 
structure more closely resembling that of Eastern industrial 
towns than the railhead towns of the cattleman’s frontier.

In 1877, only six years after it was founded, Leadville, 
Colorado, boasted several miles of paved streets, gas lighting, 
a modern water system, thirteen schools, five churches, and 
three hospitals. “Camps” like Virginia City, Deadwood, and 
Tombstone are best remembered as places where legendary 
figures like Wild Bill Hickok and Wyatt Earp discharged their 
revolvers, but they were also the sites of huge stamping mills 
(to crush the ores) and of busy stock exchanges where shares 
in mines were traded by agents of San Francisco, New York, 
and London bankers as well as by locals.

In Goldfield, the last of the wide-open mining towns, 
one of the most important men in the camp was the urbane 
Wall Street financier Bernard Baruch. The Anaconda Copper 
Company of Butte, Montana, was one of the nation’s rank-
ing corporate giants. The Guggenheim mining syndicate was 
supreme in the Colorado gold fields. Rockefeller’s Standard 
Oil was a major owner of mines in the Coeur d’Alene. If it 
was sometimes wild, the mining West was no mere diver-
sion for readers of dime novels, but an integral part of the 
national economy. In fact, the gold and silver that the hard-
rock miners tore from the earth stood at the very center of 
a question that divided Americans as seriously as any other 
after the end of Reconstruction—just what was to serve as 
the nation’s money.

The miners and mine owners alone could not make a na-
tional issue of the precious metals from which coins were 
minted, goods bought and sold, and debts incurred and paid 
off—or not paid off. There were too few of them. However, 
as the century wound to a close, the money question became 
of great interest to a group of people who formed a major 
part of the American population, and who had once been its 
most important segment, the farmers on the land.
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The Nation’s Bone 
and Sinew 
Agriculture and Agrarians 1865–1896

When the lawyer hangs around and the butcher cuts a pound, 
Oh the farmer is the man who feeds them all. 
And the preacher and the cook go a-strolling by the brook 
And the farmer is the man who feeds them all.

Oh the farmer is the man, the farmer is the man, 
Lives on credit ’til the fall. 
Then they take him by the hand and they lead him from the land 
And the middle man’s the one that gets them all.

—Farmers’ song of the 1890s

T
he census of 1790 listed 3.5 million Americans as 
farmers. As the area of the nation expanded, the 
farm population increased too. Not even the Civil 
War arrested the opening of new farms. In 1865, 
16.5 million men, women, and children awakened 

each morning to the crowing of a cock, facing a day of hard 
labor. “Farmers don’t dream,” one of them said, “their sleep 
is too sound. Following a plough, staggering and stumbling 
over clods all day, is anything but poetry.”

At the same time, the proportion of farmers in the population 
steadily declined. In 1790, nine-tenths of Americans were farm 
people. In 1865, just 55 percent were. During the 1870s, the farm 
population dipped to below half of the total. By 1910—after 
thirty years of frantic agricultural expansion—not even one per-
son in three lived by tilling the soil and husbanding livestock.

And yet, that over declining minority fed and clothed 
not only the two of three Americans who worked in mines, 
factories, and offices, they also exported mega-tons of grain 
every year. They were the most productive agriculturalists 
the world had ever known.

SUCCESS STORY
Between about 1870 and 1910, American agriculture ex-
panded explosively. Never anywhere had so much virgin land 
been put to the plow in so short a time. In 1870, 263 years 
after the founding of Jamestown, 408 million acres were 

 cultivated in the United States, an average of 1.6 million acres 
of new farmland each year. Between 1870 and 1900, a single 
generation of Americans and immigrants put the plow to 
431 million acres of forest and grassland, a 14.4-million-acre 
increase each year!

Productivity per farmer also increased dramatically. In 
1900, Americans produced twice as much corn, wheat, and 
hay as they had in 1870, three times the oats. Hogs, a by-
product of corn, numbered 25 million in 1870, 63 million 
in 1900. The number of beef cattle increased by a third; the 
number of milch cows and horses doubled; the mule popula-
tion tripled.

A moderately well-equipped farmer in 1890 tended up 
to six times the land his grandfather had. Farm machinery 
was the difference. During the 1840s, a farmer plowed with 
a couple of horses or a yoke of oxen and harrowed his fields 
by hitching his animals to some brush. The beasts got a rest 
when the farmer seeded wheat, rye, or oats broadcast, just as 
medieval serfs had, or dropped two or three kernels of corn 
in holes he punched with a poke. He harvested wheat with 
a scythe and threshed it with a flail. Corn was picked and 
shucked by hand. It took fifty to sixty man-hours per acre 
to produce about 20 bushels of grain. Well before 1900, a 
farmer with a gang plow and harrow, a horse-drawn seed 
drill, and a mechanical reaper-thresher (drawn by steam 
tractors on some farms) put in as few as eight to ten hours of 
labor per acre to produce a larger crop.
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New Farms
The fabulous expansion of farm acreage began after the Civil 
War. Many of the new farmers were young men mustered 
out of the Union and Confederate armies and their wives. A 
few were able to buy going properties complete with a home 
and barn. Except in desolated parts of the South, however, 
“improved” farms were apt to be too expensive for a dis-
charged soldier. For a year or two or more, he had been earn-
ing little more than tobacco and whiskey money. 

Prime Land
There was still raw land in the Mississippi Valley states—in 
Arkansas, Missouri, Illinois, Wisconsin, Iowa, Minnesota. 
Much of the soil was prime, rainful was plentiful, and get-
ting produce to market was not a problem. Streams large 
enough to fl oat a fl atboat piled high with sacks or barrels or 
crammed with hogs on the hoof emptied into the Mississippi 
or one of its major tributaries every few miles. A geographer 
has  estimated that there were 50,000 miles of waterway in the 
Mississippi system navigable by fl atboats, barges, and rafts.

The Erie Canal still carried much of the produce of lands 
bordering the Great Lakes. By 1870, railroads crisscrossed 
what we call the Midwest. The Illinois Central ran the length 
of Illinois. The Chicago and Rock Island ran from  Davenport, 
Iowa, to Chicago. In 1867, the Chicago and Northwestern 
connected Minneapolis to Chicago, providing shipping for 
much of Wisconsin. By 1868, the Chicago, Burlington, and 
Quincy had two lines across Illinois, one to Iowa, one to 
 Missouri.

The Real Estate Market
Most unimproved lands in the Midwest were owned by the 
railroads or land companies. The Preemption Act of 1841 
had transfered 500,000 acres of federal land to each state 
to be sold in order to fi nance railroad construction. The 
Swamplands Act of 1850 distributed 63 million acres of 

 public domain ostensibly to fi nance reclamation. In fact, it 
was a landgrab: Less than half the land sold to land com-
panies and timber barons for as little as 25¢ to 50¢ an acre 

1870 1873 1876 1879 1882 1885 1888 1891 1894 1897

Farmers under Stress 1870–1897

1877 Munn v. Illinois

1878 Bland–Allison Act

Populists’ “Omaha Platform”  1892

Main Traveled Roads published 1891

Benjamin Harrison president  1889–1893

1873 Demonetization Act

1875 Illinois enacts “Granger Laws”

1886 Wabash case

1890 Sherman Silver Purchase Act

Grover Cleveland president  1893–1897

Sherman Act repealed  1893

A railroad poster of the 1860s or 1870s advertising land for sale in Iowa 
and Nebraska. The Burlington & Missouri was the third line to cross 
Iowa from the Mississippi River.
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was swamp that needed draining. The rest was well drained, 
ready to be sold at a good profi t. The Morrill Act of 1862 
put 30,000 acres for each senator and representative (at least 
90,000 acres) into the hands of each state legislature which 
provided similar sweetheart deals for speculators who had 
the right connections.

During the first years after the Civil War, railroads and 
land companies in Illinois, Iowa, and Wisconsin sold their 
land to settlers for $8–$14 per acre, as did timber compa-
nies once they had stripped it of trees. That was $640–$1,120 
for an eighty-acre farm (about $10,000–$19,000 in today’s 
dollars). It was more than most men and women willing to 
struggle with raw land could afford.

Homesteading
Homestead Act land was free. For a fee of $26-$34 to pay for 
paperwork, a citizen or an immigrant intending to become a 
citizen could take possession of a quarter section (160 acres) 
of the national domain. It became the homesteader’s prop-
erty after he had lived on the land for fi ve years in a dwell-
ing of at least 12 by 14 feet. Or, after six months’ residence, 
homesteaders could buy their farms from the Land Offi ce for 
$1.25 per acre, a terrifi c bargain.

There was, however, little national domain left in the 
older states. The federal government recorded only 29,000 
homesteads in Wisconsin and a mere 9,000 in Iowa. (Some-
how, 108 people found federally owned quarter sections to 
homestead in long-developed Ohio.) 

Only after 1880 did Homestead Act land play a major part 
in the expansion of American agriculture, and virtually all 
the claims lay far to the west on the prairie and plains. With-
out the cheap river transportation of the midwestern states, 
the grasslands could be developed only when the transcon-
tinental and other regional railroads built through them. 
Before 1880, the government registered about 65,000 home-
steads. During the 1880s, 200,000 were proved (that is, met 
the government’s requirements). During the 1890s, 225,000 
families took up homesteads. And for every acre of public 
domain that passed into private ownership, the railroads 
sold an acre, some of it, of course, to successful homestead-
ers who were enlarging their farms.

Start-Up Expenses
Even homesteaders needed start-up money, often quite a lot 
of it. An unusually truthful sales brochure published by the 
Chicago, Burlington, and Quincy, Railroad (CB&Q) in 1870 
advised emigrants that “it is diffi cult to make progress any-
where without capital and nowhere is the need for money 
more keenly felt than in a new settlement.” Forested land 
needed clearing. Farm families wanting to cultivate more 
than an acre or two for their fi rst-year crop needed to hire 
help—often an aspiring farmer saving a nest egg for the 
following year—to down the trees and clear brush. If the 
property was prairie, it was often necessary to bring in a pro-
fessional plowman with a specialized 10-foot-long “break-
ing plow” and the half dozen yoke of oxen needed to pull it 
through the dense, deep sod. 

 How much cash did new farmers need? It varied. A man 
or a couple could develop a farm slowly on a shoestring. The 
CB&Q said that “a few hundred dollars” was “sufficient to 
meet the expense of putting up a low-cost house, to purchase 
a pair of horses, a wagon, cow, pigs, tools’ etc.”

Not really. A couple could erect a rude log cabin with 
little cash outlay, but a small carpenter-built house alone 
cost more than “a few hundred dollars.” Basic handtools 
and household implements; a plow, harness; a wagon ($200 
new); horses; a pregnant sow; chickens—the expenditures 
added up quickly. Settlers needed to buy hay and grain to 
keep their animals over the first winter, not to mention pro-
visons for themselves. Come spring, seed had to be bought. 
(Some railroads advertised “free seed” to every purchaser 
of their land but the come-on seed was reputed to be half 
wheat and half weed.)

A reaper—a McCormick “Old Reliable” or a Hussey—sold 
for $150–$200, so most new farmers made do with scythe and 
cradle for a year or two. Sooner rather than later, however, a 
western farmer needed a reaper to make a decent living on 
his large property. A man swinging a scythe could mow 1 or 
2 acres of hay or wheat in a day with his wife and children rat-
tled and stacking. With a reaper drawn by horses (the clank-
ing rattled oxen) a farmer could harvest 12 acres in a day.

FARMING THE GREAT PLAINS
The Union Pacifi c was complete to North Platte, Nebraska, 
by the end of 1866, to Cheyenne in Wyoming Territory by 
December 1867. Half of the land within 20 miles of the UP’s 
right-of-way was open to homesteaders, and they snapped it 
up. More than 100,000 homesteads were fi led in Nebraska. 
The other half of the land within a 40-mile-wide swath along 
tracks was railroad property. The UP’s asking price for farm-
land varied according to its distance from a depot. Close 
to a town where trains stopped for water and fuel, land in 
Nebraska cost as much as $10 an acre, Iowa prices. UP land 
far from a depot could be had for $1.50 per acre.

The Kansas Pacific was across Kansas in 1870, the  Atchison, 
Topeka, and Santa Fe by 1873. The Northern  Pacific, al-
though chartered in 1864 and given double the land the 

Horses? Mules? Oxen?
For opening a new farm, oxen were the best draft animals. 
They were cheaper to keep than horses and mules because 
they subsisted on pasture and hay; horses and mules needed 
grain too. Oxen were also better at the heavy plowing involved 
in busting sod. Once the land was being tilled, however, horses 
and mules were preferable. Oxen were slow and unnerved by 
the skipping of harrows and the clanking of a harvester. Mules 
were stronger than horses, less likely to sicken or spook, and 
they were easier to train. But they were also more expensive 
and did not reproduce.

FARMING THE GREAT PLAINS 515
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other  transcontinentals received, did not break ground until 
1870. By September 1873, the NP’s track extended from 
Duluth, Minnesota, to Bismarck, North Dakota. There the 
bankrupt NP suspended construction for eight years. The 
railroad reached the Dakota-Montana line only in 1886. In 
the meantime, however, the eastern part of Dakota Territory 
had begun to fill in.

An Arid Land
The landforms, soils, climate, and agricultural techniques fa-
miliar to easterners and Europeans ended at a north–south 
line that ran (roughly) from International Falls,  Minnesota, 
through Sioux Falls, North Dakota, and Grand Island, 
 Nebraska, on to Abilene, Texas. There the forests so dense in 
the eastern third of the United States thinned out rapidly, and 
the prairies—the eastern Great Plains—began. Grassland re-
placed forest because, at about the hundredth meridian (100° 
east longitude) the land begins a steady rise in elevation from 
about 650 feet above sea level to, in just 200 miles, 1,600 feet. 
As elevation rises, rainfall declines, from 48–64 inches per 
year to about 32 inches. 

West of a second imaginary line extending from Bismarck 
south along the Kansas-Colorado border to Odessa, Texas, 
the land tilts upward more sharply from about 1,600 feet 

above sea level to an elevation of 6,500 feet at the foot of the 
Rocky Mountains. Annual precipitation dropped to 24 inches 
and was less in many years. On these semi-arid high plains—
known as steppes in Eurasia—the winds seemed eternal and 
the grasses were shorter than on the prairies. The plains were 
treeless except for groves of cottonwoods and willows lining 
the creeks and rivers that flowed from the Rockies.

On the high plains, a quarter section was not enough land 
to support a family decently. Wheat and corn will ripen with 
20 inches of precipitation a year but, as plains farmers were 
to learn during the late 1880s, rainfall dropped below that 
minimum during dry years. Few steers could be fattened 
to marketable size on 160 acres. On the lusher prairies of 
eastern Nebraska and Kansas, a steer needed no more than 
5 acres on which to graze. In the western Dakotas and the 
plains of eastern Montana and Colorado, the ratio rose to as 
high as one steer per 20 acres.

Beating the System
High plains settlers recognized the inadequacy of 160 acres 
before the federal government faced up to the fact and 
granted additional acreage to those who irrigated their land. 
In the meantime, those who could afford to do so purchased 
additional acreage from the railroads or busted neighbors. 
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MAP 31:1 Annual Rainfall in the United States. East of the line extending south from 
International Falls, Minnesota, to Abilene, Texas, rainfall was sufficient to farm using 
traditional methods. By 1880, most good soil there was under cultivation. In the belt of 
territory between the International Falls–Abilene line and a second line extending from about 
Bismarck, North Dakota, to Odessa, Texas, only 24 to 32 inches of rain fell each year. Farmers 
could grow good crops of corn, wheat, oats, barley, and hay unless hit by a serious drought. 
West of the Bismarck-Odessa line lay the arid high plains. The land was fine for grazing but, 
without irrigation, not for crops. Sadly, many homesteaders were misled by exceptionally 
heavy rainfall during the 1880s; many were ruined, losing their land, during the 1890s.



Thoughtful fi ances delayed their weddings until both bride 
and groom had fi led for homesteads on adjoining quarter 
sections. With 320 acres, they could cultivate some grain 
and use their unplowed land for pasture and hay. Couples 
built their homes on the line between their homesteads with 
enough square footage on either quarter section to meet the 
dwelling requirement. Most Land Offi ce inspectors were 

Homesteading Women
About one in five homesteaders was female. Some were 
heads of household, widows with teenage sons able to do 
the heavy work of farming. In other instances, three of four 
young single women, sisters or friends, each filed for a 
homestead. Although they lived and worked together at first, 
each quarter section remained one partner’s property in the 
law so that it served as a handsome dowry when a woman 
found a suitable husband. 

A sod house and stable in Custer County, Nebraska, in 1887. With luck (which did not flow freely on the plains in the 1890s) the family would save 
enough money to build a house of wood within a few years. They would then convert the sod house into a barn sheltering animals or storage building 
until, in time, the rains washed it away.
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good enough not to notice that newlyweds were actually re-
siding on only one of their homesteads.

Some inspectors were party to less benign frauds. Cattle-
men paid their cowboys and any drifters they could round 
up to homestead quarter sections in their names whence, 
after six months, ranchers bought it for $1.25 per acre and 
paid off their front men. Some operators beat the dwell-
ing requirement by constructing a semblance of a cabin on 
wheels, towing it from one “homestead” to another a day 
ahead of the inspector. Some swore affidavits that there was 
a 12-by-14-house on a quarter section, neglecting to men-
tion that it was a dollhouse 12 by 14 inches. No doubt the 
suspicions of more than one Land Office official were laid 
to rest upon receipt of a twenty dollar gold piece.

Sod Houses
The most urgent challenge facing a new farmer on the plains 
was how to build a home. There was a lumber yard in most 
railroad towns, but lumber was too expensive for settlers on 
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a tight budget. Some newcomers lived their fi rst year in a 
“dugout,” an excavation in a rise roofed with canvas. A better 
solution was the sod house. A farmer mowed several acres of 
grassland in the spring when the soil was moist. An itinerant 
with a “grasshopper plow” and several yoke of oxen sliced 
the sod into strips a foot wide and 3 or 4 inches thick. These 

were spaded into blocks light enough to lift and stack on a 
wagon. 

Grass side down, the “Nebraska marble” was laid in over-
lapping courses like bricks. The walls of a sod house had to be 
at least 2 feet thick to be stable and strong enough to support 
a roof. On cottonwood rafters woven with saplings was laid 
a single layer of sod grass-side up so that it would continue 
to grow for a while, the roots fusing the “slates.” Window and 
door frames were purchased or cobbled together from pack-
ing crates.

The ceiling of a sod house dripped dirty drops of water 
in heavy spring rains and dust during the summer. How-
ever, sod walls provided better insulation than the walls of a 
wooden house. They were cooler in summer and more easily 
heated in winter.

Which was a good thing because fuel was also a problem 
if there was no cottonwood nearby. The last of the buffalo 
chips were gone; cow flops burned but not as well. Some set-
tlers survived their first winter by burning tightly twisted 
hay or straw and the second by burning sunflower stalks and 
corn cobs in a fire, they complained, it took “two men and a 
boy” to keep going. In time, coal was available.

Deep Plowing
The fi rst farmers on the plains deluded themselves about 
how much rainfall they could depend on. They knew little 

A classic mass-produced windmill to pump ground water to pounds for livestock and, in this case, for storage. Even grazing in arid parts of 
western Nebraska and Wyoming was impossible without the pumps. Thousands are still operating to this day.

African American Sodbusters
Benjamin “Pap” Singleton, a carpenter in Nashville, concluded 
at the end of Reconstruction that African Americans could 
make decent lives for themselves only by doing what so 
many whites were—moving to the West. He was nicknamed 
the “Moses of the Colored Exodus” because of his tireless 
campaign urging black southerners to go west and found 
African American “colonies.” By the end of 1878, more than 
7,000 of Singleton’s “Exodusters” had filed for homesteads in 
Kansas. In 1879, 20,000 more arrived.

By 1880, however, many white Kansans were alarmed by 
the prospect of dozens of all-black farming communities in 
the state. The state government continued to circulate rosy 
tales of the ease of farming in Kansas among whites; but they 
responded to enquiries from southern black churches with 
discouraging descriptions of the hardships of farming on the 
plains.
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about climatological cycles, and the summers of the 1870s 
and early 1880s were unusually rainy. “Experts” like Charles 
Dana Wilber told them that “rain follows the plow.” When 
farmers broke the ancient sod, they altered the climate of 
the plains permanently by liberating moisture that had been 
long imprisoned in the earth. That water would recycle in-
defi nitely. A devastating drought in 1887—the same drought 
that killed off so many open range cattle—pretty much put 
the theory to sleep.

However, farmers learned to make the most of the mois-
ture left in the ground by each spring thaw by plowing twice 
as deep as they had back East. The thick layer of dirt that 
deep plowing left in the furrows acted as a mulch. Manu-
facturers of steel plowshares like Deere and Lane were quick 
to add plows designed for the plains to their catalogs. More 
than 100 plow improvements were patented between 1865 
and 1880, most of them designed for plains farming.

Cool, Clear Water
In the Great Basin, which was dryer than the high plains, the 
Latter Day Saints had created an agricultural Eden by irrigat-
ing with surface water that tumbled down the slopes of the 
Wasatch Mountains. The individualistic settlers of the Great 
Plains lacked the Mormons’ discipline. Nevertheless, many 
who lived within sight of the Rockies managed to organize 
“ditch companies” that channeled mountain streams to their 
fi elds.

Farther east, creeks and rivers were broad, shallow, and 
sluggish, flowing too far below ground level to be ditched. 
To irrigate, even to water cattle and provide for domestic 
use, wells were essential. Men with very strong backs actually 
dug wells 20 feet deep, piling the excavated dirt into  levees 
around “cattle tanks.” Too often, however, the diggers did not 
hit water. It was necessary to drill. (Again, wandering profes-
sionals with equipment were at the farmers’ service, charging 
$1 to $2 a foot.) One of the world’s largest underground res-
ervoirs, the Oglala aquifer, was only 50 feet deep in parts of 
South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas (in those days). 

Water was pumped into cattle tanks and irrigation 
ditches by mass-produced multisailed windmills mounted 
on wooden or steel trellises. By the late 1880s, the cheapest 
 Climax or Eclipse windmill cost only $25. Wind was one 
commodity that was abundant on the plains.

Barbed Wire
Settlers who tried to keep their animals home and their 
neighbors’ horses and cattle out discovered that wire strung 
on scavenged posts did not work. The animals simply pushed 
the fences over. The solution to the problem was obvious. 
The wire, had to be barbed like thorned hedges, so as to cause 
cattle and horses pain, while not maiming them. Between 
1868 and 1873, nine inventors patented functional “bobbed 
wires,” but they were too expensive to enclose and cross-fence 
properties half a mile and more on a side. 
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“Bonanza Farms” measured in the 
thousands of acres were possible 
because railroad companies needed 
cash for construction and could raise 
it quickly by selling 1000 acre tracts 
of their government land grants for 
pennies per acre.  In order to farm their 
prairie empires profitably, investors 
needed agricultural machinery ten 
and twenty times bigger than the 
harvesters, threshers and binders that 
family farmers employed.  Thus, the 
age of the giant “combines” like this 
one.  When they were on the move, 
they were attended by small armies of 
migrant harvest hands.  It took time to 
harness so many horses each morning.  
At noon, they had to be unhitched for 
water, hay, grain and rest, and another 
team (about 30 horses here) needed to 
be standing in harness by the time the 
crew finished lunch.

Be
ttm

an
n/

Co
rb

is



520 Chapter 31 The Nation’s Bone and Sinew 

In 1874, Joseph Glidden of DeKalb, Illinois, perfected a 
machine that twisted two strands of wire and knotted them 
every 12 inches with a short length of wire clipped on both 
ends into a sharp point. It was an instant success. The com-
pany that manufactured it (Glidden sold his patent) pro-
duced 2.84 million pounds of it in 1876. Four years later, 80.5 
 million pounds had been sold. It worked so well that a starv-
ing steer would lie down and die rather than push through it 
to grass in plain sight.

Machines on the Land
At annual county fairs, manufacturers of agricultural 
 machinery introduced farmers to their latest model reaper-
harvester and an ever-increasing variety of horse-drawn de-
vices that promised to improve productivity: disc harrows 
to break up clods; grain drills to plant multiple rows at a 
uniform depth with each pass; twine binders that eliminated 
the backbreaking job of tying sheaves of wheat together; and 
other ingenious machines for threshing wheat, shucking 
corn, shredding fodder, and baling hay.

Even farmers who were just getting by found it hard to re-
sist the mechanical marvels and bought them with borrowed 
money. The value of farm machinery in use increased from 
$271 million in 1870 to $750 million in 1900.

During the 1880s, several manufacturers introduced huge 
“combines” that harvested, threshed, and cleaned grain in 
one operation. Families cultivating 160 or even 320 acres 
could not afford to buy one of the monsters let alone oper-
ate one. They required twenty or more horses and mules to 
move them or a steam tractor half the size of a locomotive.

Bonanza Farms
The market for the combines was on the bonanza wheat 
farms, well-capitalized industrial operations of 5,000 to 
30,000 acres. These imperial spreads, lining the Red River 
of the north between Minnesota and Dakota Territory, 
were made possible by the depression of the 1870s. In order 
to recover from bankruptcy, the Northern Pacifi c had to 
dispose of its lands quickly, which meant cheaply in huge 
tracts. At about the same time, James J. Hill purchased the 
Minneapolis, St. Paul, and Manitoba less for its 565 miles 
of track than for the 3.8 million acres the railroad owned. 
Receipts from selling the land provided the capital with 
which Hill began to build the Great Northern, the fi fth 
transcontinental.

Hill and the Northern Pacific sold their land in 5,000- and 
10,000-acre parcels. The buyers were not farmers but syndi-
cates of eastern and midwestern capitalists who knew little and 
cared less about agronomy. They hired professional managers 
to develop and operate their industrial farms at a profit. 

By 1890, there were eighty bonanza farms just on the Da-
kota side of the Red River. One of the first 20,000-acre op-
erations (about half of a bonanza farm was sown in wheat 
each year) had a stable of several hundred horses, 200 self-
binding reapers, and 30 steam threshers. At planting time, 
the company hired 600 off-season loggers from Minnesota 

and  Wisconsin and, in August and September, 800 men 
to harvest the wheat. Unemployed men by the thousands, 
many of them full-time tramps, hopped freight trains to 
“hiring towns” in Minnesota and the Dakotas twice each 
year.

HARD TIMES
The story of American agriculture after the Civil War is glori-
ous only when looked at in the aggregate. For the people who 
opened the Great Plains, life was laborious, dirty, and lonely 
for years. Winters were marked by long stretches of subzero 
weather and ferocious blizzards when men and women had 
to fi nd their way from house to barn via a rope they had 
strung between the buildings. Summers were blistering hot, 
and the only shade was the patch under a wagon. Winter and 
summer the winds blew constantly, setting nerves on edge. 
In Ole Rølvaag’s Giants in the Earth, a gloomy novel about 
Norwegian sod busters in the Dakotas, one of the major 
characters freezes to death while going for a doctor; another, 
a woman, goes insane.

Women and the Grange
Most of the era’s writers about farm life dwelled on its lone-
liness, especially for women. In middle age (and in better 
times) many a farm matron told her granddaughters of 
the day she arrived at the new home her husband had se-
lected in the great emptiness of the plains and sat down 
and wept.

Homesteaders commonly built their houses in the middle 
of their quarter or half sections so that every field and pas-
ture was within equal reach. But that meant that the nearest 
neighbor—when there was a “next-door” neighbor—lived 
half a mile or more away. With work demanding attention 
dawn to dusk within a few yards of her kitchen and chicken 
coop, women saw only their husbands and children except, 
briefly, while marketing in town on Saturday and after church 
on Sunday. 

Hamlin Garland’s Main-Traveled Roads, published in 1891, 
described the people who worked the farms of the “middle 
border” with compassion. Looking back at his book later in 
life, Garland wrote that “even my youthful zeal” was inad-
equate when he tried to describe “the lives led by the women. 
. . . Before the tragic futility of their suffering, my pen refused 
to shed its ink.”

In 1867, seven federal employees distressed by the mo-
notony of western farm life founded the Patrons of  Husbandry, 
organized into local granges, to serve as social and cultural 
centers in rural areas. The granges served as meeting places 
for clubs and activities of which many  Protestant churches, 
but not necessarily all who attended them, disapproved: 
dances, plays, other frivolous entertainment. The national 
office dispatched lecturers to tour the granges; they spoke on 
everything from the date of creation to the customs of the 
people of Borneo.



By 1900, the grange had a million members. Unique 
among fraternal lodges, women enjoyed equality with men 
in decision making and other grange activities. Visitors ob-
served that farm wives, not the men, held the lodges together. 
They planned and administered the activities and, of course, 
cleaned up after dances.

Fleeing to Cities
Hamlin Garland dedicated Main-Traveled Roads “to my 
father and mother, whose half-century pilgrimage on the 
main traveled road of life has brought them only toil and 
deprivation.” He fl ed “the rigorous, fi lthy drudgery of the 
farmyard” to the city and a successful literary career. Tens 
of thousands of farm boys and girls joined him every year, 
choosing Chicago, St. Louis, Kansas City, and smaller in-
dustrial cities over life on the soil. They took jobs that paid 
enough to fi nance a few hours of socializing after sunset 
and, during the summer months, the odd Sunday at a trol-
ley line amusement park.

Nothing better reveals the attraction cities held for farm 
boys and girls than the fact that rural preachers and  farmers’ 
magazines inveighed endlessly against the evils of city life, 
the sinful temptations that surrounded young people there 
and would, inevitably, corrupt them. Probably, the lubri-
cious horror stories, like parental admonitions today, re-
solved many an undecided young man and woman to pack 
up and catch the train. A former farm girl told landscape ar-
chitect Frederick Law Olmstead that “if I were offered a deed 
to the best farm on condition of going back to the country 
to live, I would not take it. I would rather face starvation in 
town.”

Debt
From the very beginning of the great expansion of agri-
culture, growers of wheat and corn and raisers of hogs 
watched their incomes decline. After 1890, farm income 
collapsed. A crop that in 1872 earned a farmer $1,000 in 
real income (actual purchasing power) earned only $500 
in 1896. A farmer 48 years of age in 1896, had to sell twice 
as many hogs or bushels of corn as he had produced as a 
young man of 24 to enjoy the same standard of living he 
had known in 1872. 

By 1892, the selling price of corn was so low (8¢ a bushel) 
that farmers ceased buying coal to heat their homes and 
burned corn to cook and to keep from freezing. As a boy in 
Kansas, Vernon L. Parrington remembered warming him-
self “by the kitchen stove in which the ears were burning 
briskly, popping and crackling in the jolliest fashion. And if 
while we sat around such a fire watching the year’s crop go 
up the chimney, the talk sometimes became bitter, who will 
wonder?”

Farmers went under wholesale. Between 1889 and 1893, 
11,000 Kansas farm families lost their homes when they were 
unable to meet mortgage payments. In several counties in 
western Kansas and Nebraska, nine of ten farms changed 
hands in only four years. The number of tenant farmers—

those who did not own the land they worked—doubled to 
2 million between 1880 and 1900, most of the increase com-
ing after 1890. For every three farm families outside the 
South that owned their land, one was a tenant.

SOUTHERN FARMERS
Tenancy was even more common in the South. Below the 
Ohio River and in Arkansas and eastern Texas, there were 
as many tenant farmers as there were families working land 
they owned. African American sharecroppers outnumbered 
black landowners by almost fi ve to one.

Sharecroppers
The Civil War freed the slaves in the South, but it left the land 
in the hands of those who had owned it in 1861 (or those 
who had bought it since). Without slaves, however, how was 
the land to be tilled? There was little cash in the South with 
which to pay the freedmen wages. Confederate paper money, 
perhaps a billion dollars face value, was worthless. Southern 
gold and silver had long since been shipped abroad to pay for 
arms. As late as 1880, there were more bullion and coin in the 
banks of Massachusetts than in the banks of the entire South. 
Emancipation had wiped out investments worth $50 billion. 
Much of the southern economy had reverted to barter which 
was what sharecropping was—barter.

Landowners partitioned their acreage into farms of 10 
to 40 acres, constructing a cabin on each parcel. In return 
for the use of the dwelling and the land, share tenants who 
 provided their own mule, plow, and seed turned over to their 
landlords a quarter to a third of the cotton and corn they 
produced. Sharecroppers (the large majority were blacks) 
were tenants too poor to afford a mule, plow, and seed. The 
landlord provided them too in return for a half of the crop.

As a means of production, sharecropping worked well. 
Southern cotton production reached its 1860 level in 1870 and 
exceeded the prewar record a few years later. As in the West, 
however, increased production was accompanied by a decline 
in wholesale prices. In the early 1870s, a pound of cotton sold 
for 18¢. In the early 1890s, the going rate was 6¢. In 1894, cotton 
bottomed out at a nickel a pound: $30 for a 600 pound bale!

Debt Bondage
In the West, the collapse in farm income resulted in mortgage 
foreclosures that reduced many farmers to tenantry. In the 
South, where tenancy was already common, declining prices 
created a physically ruinous and morally debilitating poverty 
unknown even in Kansas—debt bondage which, according 
to Charles Oken in 1894, “crushed out all independence and 
reduced its victims to a coarse species of servile labor.” 

It worked like this: When a ‘cropper’s share of the year’s 
income was just enough to cover the costs he had incurred 
during the year to feed the family, he had little choice but to 
remain where he was. If the year’s income did not cover what 
the sharecropper owed the general store (often owned by the 
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landlord), he had no choice at all. Man, wife, and children 
were bound to the land as if they were serfs. If they fled, their 
landlord-creditor called on the sheriff to bring them back 
to pay their debt—by farming for him. In several southern 
states, running out on a debt was a criminal offense punish-
able by imprisonment on a state-owned plantation. 

Debt turned landowners into tenants. The ledgers of 
T.G. Patrick, a general merchandiser, show that during one 
growing season he provided $900 worth of seed, food, and 
tools to a farmer named S. R. Simonton. When, in the fall, 
the price of cotton dropped below projections, Simonton 
was able to repay only $300 of his debt, leaving Patrick with 
a lien against his property of $600. Simonton slashed his 
costs the following year to $400 but his accumulated debt 
of $1,000 was more than Patrick was willing to carry. He 
foreclosed, and Simonton became a tenant on farm he had 
owned.

THE POPULISTS
During the 1880s, disgruntled southern farmers organized 
the Southern Alliance and the Colored Farmers’ National 
 Alliance. In addition to serving Grange-like social func-

tions, the alliances’ leaders hoped to use the organizations 
to pressure public offi cials to take action to relieve agricul-
tural distress.

Party Loyalties
In 1890, the Southern Alliance claimed 1.5 million mem-
bers, the Colored Farmers Alliance a million. Feeling their 
strength, southern agrarians gathered in Ocala, Florida, in 
December 1890 to discuss the desirability of organizing a 
new national party patterned after the People’s Party of Kan-
sas which, a month earlier, had won fi ve seats in the House of 
Representatives and a majority in the state legislature, send-
ing William A. Peffer to the Senate.

Some southern agrarians, notably Congressman Thomas 
Watson of Georgia, had already left the Democratic party, 
calling themselves Populists (from the Latin word for “the 
people”). Most of those at Ocala, however, resisted the 
third-party proposal. White agrarians had made inroads 
in the Democratic party in some states. They feared that 
if the white vote was split between the Democrats and a 
Populist party, the Republicans, most of whom were black, 
would regain the political power they had held during 
Reconstruction. 

A North Carolina sharecropper’s cabin. Many such ‘croppers fell so deeply in debt to the owner of the local general store (who was often 
their landlord too) that the prospect of ever being free and clear was difficult for them to imagine. There was a kind of security in debt 
bondage; landlords did not evict sharecroppers who owed them money. But, then, slavery had provided that sort of security too.
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Members of the Colored Farmers Alliance were reluctant 
to sever their Republican ties because the party of Lincoln 
and emancipation had, however undependably, defended 
the civil rights of African Americans. In 1890, there were 
still a good many black public officials in the South, some 

elected, most appointed to federal jobs by  Republican 
presidents.

Tom Watson tried to bridge the racial divide. In a widely 
circulated magazine article, he wrote, “You are kept apart that 
you may be separately fleeced of your earnings. You are made 
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Agribusiness 1887

May Woodward was a widow who, during the 1880s, 
lived on a wheat farm in Dakota Territory. Even at 1,500 
acres—1 mile wide by almost 2 ½ miles long—it was not 
quite a bonanza farm. But it was a commercial operation, 
the property of absentee owners who expected an annual 
return on their investment from a hired manager, Mrs. 
Woodward’s son. 

On their “small” spread, the Woodwards could have 
a personal, even cordial relationship with their workers. 
Mrs. Woodward wrote in her diary in the spring of 1885 
that she was “glad that we can have the same men that were 
here last year.” There was, however, nothing personal in 
employer-employee relations on bonanza farms that hired 
hundreds of men for 30 to 40 days each spring and fall. 
Frank Wilkeson, writing in the New York Times in August 
1887, described “ragged, dirty, half-drunken men” riding 
freight trains into wheat belt towns and congregating “in 
foul-smelling crowds around the doors of saloons” wait-
ing to be hired. “Where they come from and where they 
go” was of interest to no one.

There is no pretense of making a pleasant home for 
the workmen. . . . There is no eating with the farm-
er’s family, and no love-making between handsome 
harvest hands and the farmer’s fair daughter. . . . All 
the poetry has been knocked out of farm life on these 
immense farms. It is business, and the workmen are 
handled roughly.

Mrs. Woodward kept a diary that provides a record of the 
rhythm of the work year in the wheat belt, which was 
the same on a bonanza farm of 15,000 acres except that 
there were ten times as many hired hands as on the Wood-
ward spread and almost ten times as many machines.

April 11th: They planted eighty acres yesterday which 
was a big day’s work, as seeding is the hardest part 
of farming in Dakota. The men walk between eigh-
teen and twenty miles a day besides lifting sacks, fill-
ing seeders, and managing horses; moreover it is fre-
quently either muddy or dusty in the spring.

May 7: The grass begins to grow, and soon the whole 
prairie will look beautiful. . . .We have fifty acres for a 
dooryard [lawn and garden]. All the rest is sowed with 
grain and now looks like green velvet.

There was not much to do in wheat country in June and 
July except to watch the crop grow and worry about a hail 

storm or grass fire that could destroy it. On bonanza farms, 
the migrant workers hired for seeding were paid off at $2 
a day and invited back in August (or told not to bother). 
Mrs. Woodward’s son kept several of his best hands on the 
payroll to do incidental chores.

August 11: Harvest has started. Now there will be no 
rest for man, woman, or beast until frost which comes, 
thank heaven, early here. I was nearly beside myself 
getting dinner for thirteen men besides carpenters 
and tinners. . . . I baked seventeen loaves of bread 
today, making seventy-four loaves since last Sunday, 
not to mention twenty-one pies, and puddings, cakes, 
and doughnuts.

The men cut one hundred acres today. All four of 
our harvesters are being used as well as three which 
were hired to cut by the acre. Things look like busi-
ness with seven self-binders at work on this home 
section. The twine to bind our grain will cost three 
hundred dollars this year.

August 13: Our family has increased until there are 
thirty-two. We have put the cook stove in the black-
smith shop. The men have taken all the machinery 
from the machine house and put in tables with bunks 
overhead, making a fine new living quarter. We have 
a man cook and he has taken sixteen at his table out 
there.

 The yard is full of threshers. They have been run-
ning the new machine [a steam tractor] to try it. . . . 
It looks very queer indeed to see an engine running 
around the yard with no horses attached to it. They 
whistle and toot and frighten the chickens and some 
of the horses. At present there is about a mile square 
covered with buildings and machinery.

September 19: The first frost. Looking from the gra-
nary steps with the telescope I could see twenty 
threshing machines running. The weather is perfect 
and they will thresh an average of 1,500 bushels each.

During the 1880s, well-managed bonanza farms were 
profitable. The cost of producing a bushel of clean wheat 
was calculated to be between 17¢ and 21¢. Freight charges to 
New York added 27¢ per bushel. In New York, the wheat sold 
for 60¢, a profit per bushel of 12¢ to 16¢. During the 1890s, 
when the wholesale price of wheat collapsed, many bonanza 
farms, like small family operations, went out of business.

How They Lived
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to hate each other because upon that hatred is rested the 
 keystone of the arch of financial despotism which  enslaves 
you both. You are deceived and blinded that you may not 
see how this race antagonism perpetuates a monetary system 
which beggars both.” But he stirred up more hostility than 
support among white voters. In 1892, Watson was defeated 
in his bid for reelection to Congress.

The Omaha Convention
Old party loyalties were not quite so strong west of the 
 Mississippi. Enough former Democrats and Republicans had 
given up on the old parties that they called for a Populist 
convention to meet in Omaha, Nebraska, in the summer of 
1892. The Kansas Populists were there, of course, joined by 
agrarians from every state in the farm belt, some southern 
Populists, delegates from miners’ unions in the mountain 
states, other union leaders from the declining but still kick-
ing Knights of Labor, and a few Eastern reformers.

The People’s Party of the United States nominated for-
mer Union General James B. Weaver to run for president 
against the Republican incumbent Benjamin Harrison and 
the Democratic former president, Grover Cleveland. For 
vice president—an appeal for southern votes—the Popu-
lists nominated former Confederate General James G. 
Field.

More important, for no one expected the new party to 
win its first election, was the platform the Populists ad-
opted. In the nineteenth century, as today, party platforms 
were long, wordy collections of pious and patriotic senti-
ments that were so general as to be meaningless. There were 
airy generalities in the Omaha platform too, brave procla-
mations of the common interests of farmers and  factory 
workers, which few took seriously. However, the bulk of 
the platform was a comprehensive and specific program 
for reforming what the Populists believed had gone askew 
in America. There has rarely been another party platform 
quite like it.

A Far-Reaching Program
The Populists believed that special interests and corrupted 
politicians were subverting the will of the people. Democ-
racy had to be shored up and expanded. So, the Omaha 
platform called for the election of United States senators by 
popular vote rather than by state legislators who were too 
often bought by powerful railroaders and other capitalists. 
The Populists demanded the universal adoption of the Aus-
tralian (secret) ballot so that landlords and employers could 
not dictate how their tenants and workers voted.

The Populists recommended that states adopt the initia-
tive, recall, and referendum so that “the people” could by-
pass public officials who did not do their jobs. The initiative 
would allow voters to petition that a proposed law be put on 
the ballot to be approved or rejected independent of state leg-
islators and governors. The recall would allow voters, again 
by means of a petition, to force elected officials to win voter 
approval before their terms expired, and to remove officials 

if they were voted out. The recall was designed to discourage 
politicians from backing down on their campaign promises. 
The referendum was a general election at which voters ac-
cepted or rejected initiatives and retained or removed offi-
cials who had been recalled.

The Omaha platform called for a postal savings system 
(savings accounts at post offices as an alternative to the banks 
Populists distrusted); federal ownership of the telegraph, 
telephone, and railroads, natural monopolies that had no 
competition; a graduated income tax that would soak the 
rich so to arrest the further growth of bloated fortunes; re-
striction of “undesirable emigration” and the prohibition of 
alien land ownership, including the confiscation of land al-
ready owned by aliens.

The two latter demands had an economic basis. Cheap im-
migrant labor contributed to keeping wages down; by deny-
ing farmland to noncitizens, Populists believed they could 
combat the overproduction of crops. But there was also an 
anti-foreigner bias among native-born farmers. 

Finally, the Populists demanded that the government in-
crease the “circulating medium”—the money supply—by 
$50 per capita. This would be accomplished by “the free and 
unlimited coinage of silver,” its money value pegged to the 
money value of gold.

“Mother Lease,” Mary E. Lease, was one of the Populist movement’s 
most popular orators. She affected “down home” manners, language, 
and costume, but she was, in fact, sophisticated and well educated, 
one of the first woman lawyers in the United States.
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The Rapture
When the platform was adopted on the Fourth of July, the 
convention hall erupted in an uproar of religious inten-
sity. Beloved old hymns were sung in several parts of the 
crowd. A brass band tried to make itself heard above the 
din. “Cheers and yells . . . rose like a tornado . . . and raged 
without cessation for thirty-four minutes, during which 
time women shrieked and wept, men embraced and kissed 
their neighbors, locked arms, marched back and forth, 
and leaped upon tables and chairs in the ecstasy of their 
 delirium.”

How to explain this near hysteria? The delegates had 
not just been saved at a camp meeting; they had adopted 
a political platform by majority vote. The pros and cons 
of their proposals could be debated rationally by drawing 
on empirical evidence; they were not religious beliefs like 
reincarnation or the divinity of Jesus in which one had faith 
or did not.

In fact, the Populist movement had a powerful religious el-
ement before the Omaha convention, a sense that evil forces 
were loose in the United States and the people were locked in 
mortal combat with them. “We meet in the midst of a nation 
brought to the verge of moral, political, and material ruin,” 
Ignatius Donnelly of Minnesota wrote in the preamble to the 
Omaha platform. “Corruption dominates the ballot box, the 
legislatures, the Congress, and touches even the ermine of 
the bench. . . . We declare that this Republic can only endure 
as a free government while built upon the love of the whole 
people for each other.”

Senator Peffer of Kansas, who looked like an Old Tes-
tament prophet with his white, waist-length beard, called 
God to aid the party on its “mission.” “The people are at 
bay,” Mary E. “Mother” Lease said, “let the bloodhounds of 
money beware.” Hardly could two Populists converse with-
out speaking of diabolical conspiracy, the conspiracy of the 
railroads to defraud shippers, the conspiracy of politicians 
to subvert democracy, the conspiracy of the great bankers, 
the “money power,” to defraud farmers and workingmen 
like “thieves in the night.”

SILVER AND GOLD
The issue that inspired the most intense religious fervor in 
the Populists, strange as it seems today, was the nature of 
American money—the dollar. In the mid-1870s, frankly self-
serving western mine owners demanded that the federal gov-
ernment buy the silver they produced and coin it into dollars. 
During the 1880s, farmers suffering from the steady decline 
in the prices at which they sold their crops seized on the “free 
and unlimited coinage of silver” as, fi rst, the solution to their 
economic problems and in time as a kind of salvation. When 
they were repeatedly frustrated, they transformed the white 
metal into a sacred talisman and the “Gold Bugs,” propo-
nents of a dollar based on gold, as ungodly.

A Brief History of American Coinage
The most common paper money in the nineteenth century 
was the bank note. Bills of $10, $50, and $100 were issued by 
nationally and state-chartered banks, privately owned insti-
tutions. Bank notes maintained their value in business trans-
actions because the bank that issued them redeemed them 
on demand with gold and silver coins. 

Coinage was the federal government’s business. The 
United States Mint, a division of the Treasury Department—
and only the mint—could strike coins so that the quantity of 
gold and silver in them was guaranteed. Small change, coins 
of five cents to a dollar, were struck in silver. (Except cents 
and half-cents, which were copper or bronze.) Coins worth 
$2.50, $5, $10, and $20 were minted in gold.

Originally, all American coins were silver. In 1792, when 
the Second Congress founded the U.S. Mint, the most com-
mon coin circulating in the infant United States was the 
Spanish dolar. Knowing that large numbers of the Spanish 
coins would continue to circulate, Congress based its dollar 
on them, not only adopting the name, but also providing by 
law that each dollar contain 371.25 grains of silver, the same 
as in a Spanish dolar.

During the 1830s, partly because of a silver shortage, 
partly because silver coins worth more than a dollar would 
be too cumbersome, Congress monetized gold. That is, the 
mint was directed to strike coins of denominations larger 
than a dollar in gold. The basic gold coin was the eagle, a 
$10 piece. An eagle was to contain 258 grains of gold be-
cause, at the time of the Coinage Act of 1837, the going price 
of 258 grams of gold was ten silver dollars. Congress thus 
pegged the money values of silver and gold to one another 
at a ratio of 16:1: 16 ounces of silver were equal in money 
value to 1 ounce of gold. The U.S. dollar became a “bimetal” 
currency, based on the two precious metals.

Bimetalism
Bimetalism had a built-in problem. Congress could link the 
value of gold and silver coins to each other. On the open 
market, however, the prices of silver and gold fl uctuated in-
dependently of one another according to how much of each 
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The Precious Metals
Gold and silver have served as money for economically 
sophisticated societies—trading countries—since antiquity. 
They were coveted for their unique beauty. Both were easily 
recognized; no other metals could be confused for them. 
Both metals were durable; they did not rust; gold did not 
even tarnish. They were soft, malleable, easily struck into 
uniform coins or molded into bars. They were scarce and 
therefore, “precious.” Finally, they were dense, heavy, and 
therefore portable. A little gold (somewhat more silver) paid 
for a lot of land or soldiers or coal or wheat or Chinese silks.
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was available for sale and the demand of buyers for them. 
To resolve the problem, Great Britain, the colossus of world 
fi nance and trade, invented the “gold standard”—redeeming 
pound notes only in gold—in part because of Britain’s trade 
with China. The British wanted all kinds of Chinese goods, 
but the Chinese had little interest in the manufactures with 
which the British paid for their purchases elsewhere in the 
world. Chinese merchants insisted on payment in silver. The 
China trade so seriously depleted Britain’s silver reserves that 
demonetizing the metal seemed to be the only way to avoid 
money problems at home.

The China trade was a drain on silver dollars too, but 
not so many of them as to cause a crisis. Within the United 
States, bimetalism worked well enough. Each increase in the 

Populists protesting an alleged election fraud in the chamber of the Kansas state legislature in January 1893. These rough looking men 
(William Allen White called them “grasy fizzles”) did not seriously threaten to shoot anyone. The guns were for dramatic effect and 
they were ill-advised props. Photographs like this and newspaper accounts of the religious intensity of Populist meetings persuaded 
both Republicans and Democrats that they were facing a revolution. 
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supply of one metal great enough to knock the 16:1 ratio out 
of kilter (such as the river of California gold that flooded the 
country after 1849) was soon providentially counterbalanced 
by discoveries of rich silver deposits like Nevada’s fabulous 
Comstock lode.

In the early 1870s, however, the Comstock lode appeared to 
be playing out. Miners had tunneled so deeply that the lowest 
drifts filled with water faster than pumps could keep them 
workable. Silver was growing scarcer worldwide while the 
supply of gold remained steady. (American gold  production 
increased from $49.5 million in 1869 to $56 million in 1870.) 
By 1873, the market price of the silver in a silver dollar was 
more than $1 on the open market. People actually collected 
silver dollars, melted them down, and sold the ingots to 



 jewelry makers and silverware manufacturers that could pass 
their costs on to customers. It made little sense for the mint 
to continue striking dollar coins.

The Gold Standard
Congress responded with the Coinage Act of 1873. The sil-
ver dollar was dropped from the coinage (except for a small 
number of “trade dollars” to be used in the China trade). 
Silver was demonetized; that is, the metal no longer had a 
money value established by law. With the Coinage Act, the 
United States joined Britain, Portugal, the Netherlands, and 
Germany on the gold standard. (Within a few years, virtually 
every other trading nation followed.)

Silver was now a commodity. Its price, like the price of dia-
monds, cotton, bread, a horse, or anything else people sold 
and bought, was determined by how much buyers were will-
ing to pay for it.

The Coinage Act sailed through Congress with little de-
bate, and President Grant signed it in February 1873. 

Within months, thanks to new technologies, the Com-
stock lode was resuscitated to record levels. Beginning at 
Leadville, Colorado, in 1874, prospectors unearthed new sil-
ver deposits in Colorado, Utah, Idaho, and Montana. Ameri-
can silver production increased from $29 million at the time 
of the Coinage Act to $37 million in 1874 and $45 million in 
1878. The market price of the metal dropped. Silver produc-
ers worried that they could not sell the metal at prices high 
enough to keep their mines open.

They found a fiery and eloquent spokesman in Congress-
man Richard P. “Silver Dick” Bland of Missouri. In 1878, he 
introduced a bill to bail the industry out by returning the 
United States to “the dollar of our daddies,” resuming the 
coinage of silver dollars at the old ratio to gold coins of 16:1. 

An Unsuccessful Compromise
Bland faced formidable opposition from fi nancial conserva-
tives in Congress and from President Hayes. Foreign capital 
fueled American economic development, they pointed out, 
and British and Dutch bankers insisted that their investments 
pay off in gold. It was vital to the nation’s economic growth, 
therefore, that the dollar remain a gold standard currency.

A compromise that preserved the gold standard while pla-
cating silver interests was worked out in the Senate. The Bland-
Allison Act of 1878 directed the Secretary of the  Treasury to 
purchase between $2 million and $4 million of silver each 
month and mint it into silver dollars. Silver was not mone-
tized, however. The government would continue to redeem its 
obligations (and banks their notes) in gold. Silver remained a 
commodity. The mint made its purchases at market prices. 

At first, silver producers were content. Monthly silver 
production was within the $2–$4 million range in 1878. Sil-
ver producers had a market for their entire output—or so 
they thought. In fact, every Secretary of the Treasury, both 
 Republican and Democratic, was a financial conservative. 
They invariably purchased the monthly minimum of $2 mil-
lion that Bland-Allison mandated while silver production 

steadily increased. In 1884, it reached $4 million, twice what 
the government purchased. In 1890, fully 6,000 silver mines 
sent $6.6 million to smelters every month. Back in 1873, an 
ounce of gold had, by law, been worth 16 ounces of silver. In 
1890, an ounce of gold bought 20 ounces of it.

“Silver Dick” and other silverites began to refer to the de-
monetization of silver as “the Crime of ’73.” The paranoia 
that would infect the Populists had germinated.

The Coinage Act was not a crime; there were no vic-
tims—in 1873! The demonetization of silver was a reason-
able response to the market price of the metal. There was no 
conspiracy. Gold Bugs made their case for the gold standard 
openly and honestly: American credit abroad depended on 
redeeming dollars in gold. The gold standard congressmen 
who agreed to the Bland-Allison compromise did so in good 
faith. They assumed that the mint’s monthly purchases of sil-
ver would be sufficient to sustain the mines, mills, and smelt-
ers. They could hardly have known that silver production was 
going to soar to stratospheric levels during the 1880s.

The Sherman Silver Purchase 
Act of 1890
Gold Bugs were, nevertheless, relieved that they had success-
fully resisted calls for the free and unlimited coinage of silver. 
If Bland-Allison had monetized silver, the utter collapse of its 
price would have meant runaway infl ation, a collapse in the 
value of the dollar.

In 1890, however, the Gold Bugs lost control of the U.S. 
Senate. Six new states were admitted to the Union. Montana 
and Idaho were mining states. North and South Dakota and 
Washington were agricultural states where inflation was seen 
as the solution to the declining prices at which farmers sold 
their crops. Wyoming was home to a few silver mines and a 
farming and ranching economy. Their twelve senators gave 
the free silver Democrats and Republicans plus one Populist 
a majority in the upper house.

Not in the House of Representatives, however. It took 
some fancy political horse trading to enact the Sherman 
 Silver Purchase Act of 1890 which partially remonetized sil-
ver. The Sherman Act required the Secretary of the Treasury 
to buy 4.5 million ounces of silver each month—which was 
then close to actual production in that record year. The gov-
ernment was to pay for its purchases with certificates—paper 
money—that were redeemable in gold or silver.

However, the value of silver dollars had not been pegged 
to the value of gold coins. That was the concession silverites 
had to make in order to win President Harrison’s signature 
on the bill. And after a brief jump to $1.50 an ounce after the 
passage of the Sherman Act, the market price of silver plum-
meted to 83¢ an ounce in 1893. 

Naturally enough, when people cashed in their paper 
money, they insisted on gold coins rather than 83-cent silver 
dollars. More important, President Harrison redeemed the 
federal government’s financial obligations in gold. Foreign 
lenders still worried about what Congress might do next, 
particularly because of the growth of the Populist party. They 
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called in their American loans in gold and even shipped bul-
lion they had kept in American vaults back home. In 1893, 
the federal government’s gold reserve fell below $100 mil-
lion, the figure regarded as the minimum necessary to main-
tain the government’s credit. 

“To put beyond all doubt or mistake” the commitment 
of the United States to the gold standard, the newly elected 
Democratic president, Grover Cleveland, called for the re-
peal of the Sherman Act. Within four days of his message, the 
price of silver plunged from 83¢ per ounce to 62¢. A Con-
gress near panic hurriedly obliged the president.

A Most Unpopular President
President Cleveland blamed a stock market crash in June 1893 
on the Sherman Silver Purchase Act. In fact, the stock mar-
ket began to totter in February when the Reading  Railroad, a 
major eastern line, declared bankruptcy. Whatever the cause 
of the crash, hundreds of banks and thousands of businesses 
closed their doors in its wake. Workers lost their jobs by the 
tens of thousands. It was the beginning of the most serious 
depression to that time.

Grover Cleveland had been president for less than a year 
but, like Herbert Hoover almost forty years later, the blame 
for the bad times fell on him. In 1894, Cleveland added to his 
unpopularity when he instructed his attorney general, Rich-
ard B. Olney, to help crush the American Railway Union’s 
boycott of Pullman cars. Union members, mostly Democrats 
who had voted for the president, joined Populists and sil-
verite Democrats in denouncing the president. When Jacob 
S. Coxey, an idealistic millionaire from Ohio, led an almost 
entirely orderly march of unemployed men to Washington 
to ask for government-funded make-work—“a petition with 
its boots on,” Coxey called it—Olney ridiculed the protest by 

having Coxey arrested for “walking on the grass.” Even gen-
teel Easterners sympathetic to the miseries of the poor were 
disgusted.

Few presidents’ popularity have sunk to the depths 
 Grover Cleveland’s did during his second term. His own 
party repudiated him. When, at the Democratic convention 
in 1896, a resolution was introduced thanking the retiring 
president for his years of public service, the delegates voted 
it down.
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Populist Anti-Semitism
Populist hatred of bankers often had an anti-Semitic tinge. 
“Mother” Mary E. Lease called President Cleveland “the agent 
of Jewish bankers and British gold.” Ignatius P. Donnelly’s 
novel Caesar’s Column singled out Jewish bankers to explain 
the ruination of farmers although one character’s explanation 
of Jewish enmity is, perhaps, unique in the history of anti-
Semitism.

Christianity fell upon the Jews, originally a race of 
agriculturists and shepherds, and forced them, for many 
centuries, through the most terrible ordeal of persecution 
the history of mankind bears record of. Only the strong 
of body, the cunning of brain, the long-headed, the 
persistent, the men with capacity to live where the dog 
would starve, survived the awful trial. Like breeds like; 
and now the Christian world is paying, in tears and blood, 
for the sufferings inflicted by their bigoted and ignorant 
ancestors upon a noble race. When the time came for 
liberty and fair play the Jew was master in the contest 
with the Gentile. . . . They were as merciless to the 
Christians as the Christians had been to them.
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DISCOVERY

529-A Chapter 31 The Nation’s Bone and Sinew 

Was the impact of industrialization on working people mainly positive 
(beneficial to them) or negative (destructive of their lives)?

Culture and Society: What do Henry George in Progress and Poverty and the Preamble of the Constitution of the 
Knights of Labor blame for the widespread poverty in the late nineteenth century United States?  What are their 
solutions to this social evil?  Do the two messages have any relevance to the problem of poverty in America today?

Henry George, Progress and Poverty, 1879

And, unpleasant as it may be to admit it, it is 
at last becoming evident that the enormous 
increase in productive power which has 
marked the present century and is still going 
on with accelerating ratio, has no tendency to 
extirpate poverty or to lighten the burdens of 
those compelled to toil. It simply widens the 
gulf between Dives and Lazarus, and makes 
the struggle for existence more intense. The 
march of invention has clothed mankind with 
powers of which a century ago the boldest 
imagination could not have dreamed. But in 
factories where labor-saving machinery has 
reached its most wonderful development, 
little children are at work; wherever the 
new forces are anything like fully utilized, 
large classes are maintained by charity or 
live on the verge of recourse to it; amid the 
greatest accumulations of wealth, men die 
of starvation, and puny infants suckle dry 
breasts; while everywhere the greed of gain, 
the worship of wealth, shows the force of the 
fear of want. The promised land flies before 
us like the mirage. . . . 

This association of poverty with progress 
is the great enigma of our times. It is the 
central fact from which spring industrial, 
social, and political difficulties that perplex 
the world, and with which statesmanship 
and philanthropy and education grapple 
in vain. From it come the clouds that 
overhang the future of the most progressive 
and self-reliant nations. . . .So long as 
all the increased wealth which modern 
progress brings goes but to build up great 
fortunes, to increase luxury and make 
sharper the contrast between the House 
of Have and the House of Want, progress 
is not real and cannot be permanent. The 
reaction must come. The tower leans from 
its foundations, and every new story but 
hastens the final catastrophe. To educate 
men who must be condemned to poverty, 
is but to make them restive; to base on 
a state of most glaring social inequality 
political institutions under which men are 
theoretically equal, is to stand a pyramid on 
its apex. 

Preamble to the Constitution of the Knights of Labor, 1881

The alarming development and aggression 
of aggregated wealth, which, unless checked, 
will inevitably lead to the pauperization 
and hopeless degradation of the toiling 
masses, render it imperative, if we desire 
to enjoy the blessings of life, that a check 
should be placed upon its power and upon 
unjust accumulation, and a system adopted 
which will secure to the laborer the fruits 
of his toil: and as this much-desired object 
can only be accomplished by the thorough 
unification of labor, and the united efforts 

of those who obey the divine injunction 
that “In the sweat of thy brow shalt thou 
eat bread,” we have formed the Order 
of the Knights of Labor, with a view of 
securing the organization and direction, 
by co-operative effort, of the power 
of the industrial masses; and submit 
to the world the objects sought to be 
accomplished by our organization, calling 
upon all who believe in securing “the 
greatest good to the greatest number” 
to aid and assist us.

DISCOVERY



DISCOVERY 529-B

How did the massive emigration of Americans and recent immigrants to the west in 
the late nineteenth century re-shape that region?

Government and Law: In A Century of Dishonor, Helen Hunt Jackson condemns Americans’ treatment of the native Indian 
peoples.  What does Jackson propose as the remedy for past injustices?  What is her view of the government’s Indian policy at 
the time she wrote?

Helen Hunt Jackson, A Century of Dishonor, 1876

A Sketch of the United States Government’s 
Dealings With Some of the Indian Tribes

To assume that it would be easy, or by 
any one sudden stroke of legislative policy 
possible, to undo the mischief and hurt 
of the long past, set the Indian policy of 
the country right for the future, and make 
the Indians at once sage and happy, is 
the blunder of a hasty and uninformed 
judgment. The notion which seems to be 
growing more prevalent, that simply to 
make all Indians at once citizens of the 
Unites States would be a sovereign and 
instantaneous panacea for all their ills 
and all the Government’s perplexities, is a 
very inconsiderate one. To administer the 
complete citizenship of a sudden, all round, 
to all Indians, barbarous and civilized alike, 
would be as grotesque a blunder as to dose 
them all round with any one medicine, 
irrespective of the symptoms and needs 
of their diseases. It would kill more than it 

would cure. Nevertheless, it is true, as was 
well stated by one of the superintendents of 
Indian Affairs in 1857, that “so long as they 
are not citizens of the United States, their 
rights of property must remain insecure 
against invasion. The doors of the federal 
tribunals being barred against them while 
wards and dependents, they can only partially 
exercise the rights of free government, or give 
to those who make, execute, and construe 
the few laws they are allowed to enact, 
dignity sufficient to make them respectable. 
While they continue individually to gather 
the crumbs that fall from the table of the 
United States, idleness, improvidence, and 
indebtedness will be the rule, and industry, 
thrift, and freedom from debt the exception. 
The utter absence of individual title to 
particular lands deprives every one among 
them of the chief incentive to labor and 
exertion—the very mainspring on which the 
prosperity of a people depends.”

To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”

www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e
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Chapter 32

Pivotal Decade
McKinley, Segregation, and Empire 
1890–1901

God has not been preparing the English-speaking and Teutonic peoples for a 
thousand years for nothing but vain and idle self-contemplation. No. He made 
us the master organizers of the world to establish system where chaos reigned. 
He has given us the spirit of progress to overwhelm the forces of reaction 
throughout the earth. He has made us adept in government that we may 
administer government among savage and senile peoples. Were it not for such a 
force as this the world would relapse into barbarism and night. And of all our 
race, He has marked the American people as His chosen nation to finally lead in 
the redemption of the world.

—Albert J. Beveridge

F
ew presidential election years have begun as anx-
iously as 1896 did. Politicians and pundits lamented 
that the country was more divided than at any time 
since the Civil War, not section against section this 
time, but class against class. The Homestead strike 

and an armed conflict between silver miners and company 
guards in Idaho four years earlier looked more like battles 
than “work stoppages.” In 1893, Illinois governor John P. 
Altgeld revived memories of the Haymarket Square affair 
when he pardoned three anarchists imprisoned for the bomb-
ing. Agrarian protest burned white hot; Populist orators used 
words like “criminal” to denounce railroaders and bankers. 
The Democratic party split down the middle in 1894 when 
their once popular president Grover Cleveland used troops 
to break the Pullman boycott over Democratic governor 
Altgeld’s protest. The Populists rejoiced. Where else could 
alienated, angry Democrats rally but under the banner of the 
People’s Party?

Conservatives, both Northeastern Cleveland Democrats 
and the Republicans, who were back in control of both 
houses of Congress, were as worried as the Populists were 
optimistic.

1896: A LANDMARK ELECTION
Early in 1896, a reporter asked the Republican Speaker of the 
House of Representatives, Thomas Brackett Reed of Maine, if 
he thought the Republicans would choose him as their presi-
dential candidate at their convention in June. Reed thought 
for a second and said, “They could do worse.” He added, “and 
they probably will.”

They did. While the ever-cool Reed waited diffidently for 
his party to come to him, a dynamic, blustering Cleveland 
industrialist, Marcus Alonzo Hanna, rushed around the 
country lining up Republican delegates for his close friend, 
Ohio governor William McKinley. When the party convened, 
Hanna had sewn the nomination up tight. On the first ballot, 
Reed won only 84 votes to McKinley’s 661.

Reed, Hanna, and McKinley
In their politics, Reed and McKinley were twins. Both were 
big business conservatives. Both were high-tariff men, the 
higher the better. On the money issue that was to domi-
nate the campaign, Reed had a better record than McKinley. 
He was a hard line Gold Bug determined to put the United 



States offi cially on the gold standard. McKinley had waffl ed 
on the money question, trying to please both Gold Bugs and 
silverites in divided Ohio. 

The Republican convention did not waffle on the issue. 
It endorsed a gold standard platform that caused the party’s 
free silver contingent, led by Senator Henry M. Teller of Col-
orado, to walk out. 

Personally, Reed and McKinley were of two different spe-
cies. McKinley cultivated what he thought was the very image 
of dignity in his deportment. Others saw his public persona 
as merely dull and priggish. “On the whole decent, on the 
whole dumb,” wrote Republican editor, William Allen White. 
McKinley “walked among men like a bronze statue looking 
for a pedestal.”

Reed was as sharp and lively as they came, and he was 
unaffected, gregarious, and good-humored all the while, as 
Speaker, he herded Republican congressmen around as if 
they were sheep and shooed the minority Democrats away as 
if they were trespassing goats. Reporters loved Reed because 
he was always good for an entertaining quote. When one of 
his political critics died suddenly, they asked Reed if he would 
attend the funeral. He replied, “No, but I approve of it.”

To Mark Hanna, Reed’s frivolous wit was a good reason to 
nominate the stolid McKinley. The Populists and free silver 
Democrats were wild men. The Republicans needed a statue 
in the park whose demeanor contrasted with their antics. 
Moreover, Reed was notoriously his own man. He listened 
to contending arguments but once he embraced the position 
he considered principled, he could not be budged. McKinley 
was a practical opportunist willing to take whatever position 
on an issue won the most votes.

Democrats and Populists gibed that the malleable  McKinley 
was Mark Hanna’s stooge. That did not disturb Republican 
bosses. Professional politicos like them dealt in front-men. 
Who better to be telling McKinley where he stood behind the 
scenes than the reliable businessman Mark Hanna?

Boy Bryan
Just a few weeks after McKinley’s nomination, Hanna’s ar-
guments on his behalf turned out to look better than even 
Hanna could have known when the Democratic convention 
made a surprise nomination. Hanna knew that the Demo-
crats would choose a free silver man. Conservative Cleve-
land delegates were a hapless minority at the Democratic 
 convention. They refused even to vote a resolution of thanks 
to the retiring Democratic president. 

William McKinley was the personification of middle-class sobriety 
and respectability. But he was no match for William Jennings 
Bryan as a county fair orator. So his campaign manager in 1896, 
Mark Hanna, advised him to stay at home in Canton, Ohio, and 
make short, dignified speeches from his front porch (shown here) 
to visiting groups of faithful Republicans.
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1890 1892 1894 1896 1898 1900 1902 1904

The American Empire 1890–1904

1898 War with Spain; Hawaii annexed

1899 Philippines occupied; Open Door policy

1891 Hawaiian queen overthrown

1890 The Influence of Sea Power upon History published

Insurrection in Philippines 1899–1901

1901 McKinley assassinated

Panama Canal Zone acquired 1903
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Richard “Silver Dick” Bland of Missouri was the frontrun-
ner for the nomination. He had been fighting the free sil-
ver cause for twenty years. However, with half a dozen other 
names in nomination and the Democrats requiring a three-
quarters majority to name a candidate, the delegates were up 
for grabs.

The man who grabbed them was William Jennings Bryan 
of Nebraska. He was scarcely beyond the 35 years of age the 
Constitution requires a president to be. He had served two 
terms in Congress but had attracted no attention. He was not 
a national figure, but back home in the corn and hog belt, 
Bryan was a celebrated platform orator. For four years he 
had spoken at every political rally and county fair to which 
he was invited. He toured grange halls and spoke from the 
pulpits of Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian churches. His 
cause was the free coinage of silver, his villains the bankers. 
Like an entertainer who was aspiring to the big time, which 
he was, each time he delivered his single set speech, he edited 
and polished it a bit closer to perfection, something today’s 
politicians, when every remark is videotaped for national 
telecasts, cannot do lest they be written off as bores.

Bryan’s “Cross of Gold” speech was a well-organized, eas-
ily understood rehash of the arguments in favor of mon-
etizing silver. By 1896 it was a model of phrasing, timing, 
and theatrical gesture. Bryan was intensely religious, as were 
many of the people in his rural audiences. They were not 
disturbed when Bryan enlisted God in a political debate 
about money. His speech concluded—it climaxed!—with 
the words: 

Having behind us the producing masses of this nation 
and the world, supported by the commercial interests, 
the laboring interests and the toilers everywhere, we will 
answer their demand for a gold standard by saying to 
them: You shall not press down upon the brow of labor 
this crown of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind 
upon a cross of gold.

Bryan landed the assignment of the closing speech in the 
debate of the money issue at the convention. The Cross of 
Gold set off so passionate and uproarious a demonstration 
at the convention that Bryan’s supporters wanted to move on 
immediately to choosing a nominee. His rivals managed to 
postpone the balloting to the next day to allow the delegates 
time to cool off. They did; it took several ballots for Bryan to 
win the nomination, but win it he did, surprising just about 
everyone but himself.

“Fusion”
Republican newspapers denounced the “boy orator of the 
Platte” as a blasphemous, wild-eyed Populist. In fact, Bryan 
did not subscribe to the Populists’ comprehensive reform 
program. Back in Nebraska and Kansas, he had debated Pop-
ulists, rejecting their demands for radical reform. It was not 
necessary, he said. The free coinage of silver would end the 
depression and restore prosperity on the farm.

The Populists knew that Bryan was juggling with a sin-
gle ball. But when their convention met, the delegates were 

divided as to how they should respond to the Democrats’ 
embrace of free silver. Populists committed to enacting the 
Omaha platform in its entirety conceded that Bryan would 
attract many voters that the Populists had counted. The 
party would not win the presidency in 1896. Better, however, 
to concentrate on electing more congressmen and wait four 
years for the presidency. Let the Gold Bug Republicans dis-
credit themselves as the Cleveland Democrats had done.

The majority of the Populists disagreed. They wanted to 
nominate Bryan. They were known as “fusionists” because 
they wanted to fuse the Democratic and Populist parties. By 
combining Democratic and Populist votes behind one can-
didate, victory was a cinch, they believed. Most Republican 
politicos (although not Mark Hanna) agreed with them. 
Bryan’s charisma scared them to death.

Urban Populists like Henry Demarest Lloyd opposed fu-
sion. So did some southern Populists like Tom Watson of 
Georgia. They pointed out that, in the South, the enemy 
was not the powerless Republican party but the Bourbon 
 Democrats. If they fused with the Democrats, they would 
lose the support of those Republican black farmers with 
whom  Watson had been trying, with some success, to form 
an alliance. Fusion with the Democrats would send African 
Americans scurrying back to the Republicans.

Midwestern Populists led by Jerry Simpson disagreed. Fu-
sion meant victory. “I care not for party names,” Simpson 
said, “it is substance we are after, and we have it in William 
J. Bryan.” Delegates from the mining states, some of them 
Republicans a month earlier, wanted fusion. Free silver was 
their issue; the rest of the Populist program did not much 
interest them.

The fusionists had their way; the Populist party nomi-
nated Bryan. To placate the anti-fusionists, they nominated 
Tom Watson for vice president and asked Bryan to drop his 
Democratic vice presidential candidate and name Watson, an 
industrialist with a bad labor record who was, at best, soft on 
the silver issue, as his vice presidential running mate. Bryan 
ignored them.

The Whirlwind and the Rock
Before 1896, few presidential candidates actively campaigned, 
none in the frenzy we know today. Some nominees made a 
few public appearances. Others dropped out of sight. They 
thought it insulting to the dignity of the presidency to chase 
around after it. Candidates stood for election; they did not 
run for it.

Not Bryan. He ran. A youthful and trim 36, he was in-
exhaustible. He traveled 13,000 miles by train. In fourteen 
weeks, he delivered 600 speeches in twenty-nine states—
more than six speeches a day on average. And if he was not 
running late after he spoke, he mixed happily with his sup-
porters, gossiping and gobbling up potato salad and com-
plimenting the maker on her recipe. The enthusiasm with 
which he was greeted in the West and South threw a panic 
into already worried bankers, railroaders, and industrialists.

Panic was exactly what Mark Hanna wanted to see. He 
corraled wealthy Republicans and conservative Democrats as 



he had corraled delegates before the convention. He tapped 
them for contributions to McKinley’s campaign in unprec-
edented amounts. Hanna spent more money on posters, but-
tons, rallies, picnics, advertisements, and a corps of Repub-
lican speakers who followed Bryan around than had been 
spent by both parties in every election since the Civil War. 
The Republicans printed five pamphlets for every American 
voter. Hanna was so successful a fund-raiser that, several 
weeks before election day, he returned contributions he did 
not need.

Knowing that the phlegmatic McKinley could not com-
pete with Bryan as a stump speaker, Hanna kept him at his 
modest home in Canton, Ohio. Republican speakers and edi-
tors contrasted McKinley’s self-respect with Bryan’s vulgar 
huckstering. In fact, the McKinley campaign was as frantic 
as Bryan’s, although much easier on the candidate. Delega-
tions of party faithful streamed daily (except Sundays) into 
Canton where they marched from the depot to McKinley’s 
home behind a marching band. McKinley emerged as if de-
lightfully surprised to have visitors, delivered a short speech 
from the front porch, and invited all his friends to join him 
for lemonade or beer. (On the march to McKinley’s house, 
campaign workers tactfully determined the delegation’s at-
titude toward alcohol, a touchy matter in the 1890s.) About 
750,000 people visited McKinley’s home. They trampled his 
front lawn “as if a herd of buffalo had passed through.” On 
one Saturday, McKinley made sixteen front porch speeches 
to 30,000 Republicans!

The Vote Count
More people voted for Bryan than had voted for anyone 
ever elected president. But he still lost. McKinley’s edge in 
the popular vote was modest but it was the fi rst time in a 
quarter century that a presidential candidate had won an 
absolute majority. McKinley won decisively in the electoral 
college, 271 to Bryan’s 176. What happened? In September, 
most professional politicians, Republicans and Democrats, 
believed that Bryan was well ahead.

The pros were deceived by the numbers and noisiness 
of the crowds that cheered Bryan’s speeches. They over-
looked the fact that the crowds were large and hysterical only 
in the South, in the hard-pressed western farm states, and 
in the Rocky Mountain mining states, each of which had 
only three electoral votes. McKinley swept the Northeast, in-
cluding Connecticut and every one of the swing states that 
had decided every presidential election since the Civil War. 
 Although he did not need their electoral votes—even Mark 
Hanna was surprised—McKinley won majorities in the farm 
belt states of North Dakota, Minnesota, and Iowa. 

Bryan had little support among factory workers and city 
people generally. He hardly tried to win them over. Imbued 
with rural prejudices against big cities and the “foreigners” 
who populated them, he made only one visit to the thirty-
six electoral vote swing state of New York. An alert Repub-
lican reporter quoted him as calling Democratic New York 
City “the enemy’s country,” as if the metropolis were inhab-
ited solely by bankers and grain speculators. Tammany boss 
Richard Croker washed his hands of the “hayseed” national 
ticket and concentrated on state and local elections. The 
other fourteen biggest cities were in the hands of Republican 
political machines which delivered the urban vote to William 
McKinley.

A few industrialists tried to intimidate their employees into 
voting Republican. The Baldwin Piano Works posted notices 
on the eve of election day that if Bryan won, the plant would 
close its gates. But Bryan’s weakness in industrial areas owed 
nothing to such tactics. The free silver crusade left working 
people cold. Much more persuasive with them was the Re-
publican argument that the inflation Bryan advocated would 
hurt them by increasing prices, and by the time-tested argu-
ment that by protecting American industry, the Republicans’ 
high tariff protected their jobs.

Finally, Mark Hanna sensed the instincts of a new ele-
ment in American politics, the growing middle class of small 
businessmen, professionals, salaried white-collar employees, 
and skilled, well-paid working men: railroad engineers and 
firemen, factory foremen, and some workers in the building 
trades. They were already conscious of the social and cultural 
chasm between them and unskilled immigrant workers in 
the towns and cities. Now they were wary of Bryan’s ragged, 
restive, marginal farmers who, before the agrarian uprising, 
middle-class people had thought of as comical yokels when 
they thought of them at all.

It was not apparent to anyone in 1896, of course, but 
with McKinley’s election, the twenty-year equilibrium of 
the two major political parties was over and done with. The 

WA
4

OR
4

1

CA
8

ID
3

NV
3 UT

3

AZ
TERR. NM

TERR.

OK
TERR.

UNORGANIZED
TERR.

CO
4

WY
3

MT
3

TX
15

KS
10

NB
8

SD
4

ND
3

IA
13

IL
24

MO
17

MN
9

IN
15

OH
23

AR
8

LA
8

MS
9

TN 12

AL
11

WS
12 MI

14

 WV
61KY

12

FL
4

GA
13

SC
9

NC
11

NY
36

PA
32

VA
12

ME
6

DE 3
MD 8

VT
4

NH
4

NJ 10
CT 6

RI 4

MA
15

McKinley
(Republican)
Bryan
(Democrat)

Electoral

271

Popular

176

7,102,000

6,493,000

MAP 32:1 Presidential Election of 1896. McKinley won 
only 51 percent of the popular vote in 1896, but he ran away 
with the electoral college by sweeping the large northeastern 
and midwestern states—exactly the Republican party’s goal. 
Rather more remarkable, the South was not “solid” for Bryan; 
he lost Kentucky and West Virginia. North Dakota’s three 
electoral votes did not much matter, but by carrying the state, 
McKinley even cracked the Great Plains bloc that was thought 
solid for Bryan.
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 Republican party, the party of the decent, orderly, respect-
able middle class would, except for one freakish interlude, 
govern the United States for three and a half decades.

The End of Populism
The Populist party was dead. Fusion had killed it. When they 
abandoned the Omaha platform for the chance of winning 
the White House with William Jennings Bryan and free silver, 
the Populists had nothing left when Bryan lost. 

In the farm belt, the party withered away as, slowly but 
perceptibly, the market prices of the staple crops rose. Sev-
eral poor European harvests beginning in 1897 increased the 
demand for and therefore the prices of American grain. Gold 
discoveries in Canada, Alaska, South Africa, and southern 
 Nevada gently inflated the currency—inflated it “naturally,” as 
Gold Bugs liked to put it. “Free silver!” and all the passion in-
vested in it as a cure-all became irrelevant to everyone but the 
owners of silver mines and the men who worked in them. 

Populistic sentiments remained high in the South but not 
the Populist party. Tom Watson’s vision of a party in which 
poor white and black farmers cooperated, if it had ever been 
realistic, died the day the Populists fused with the Democrats. 
Their place was taken by a new kind of southern politician 
within the Democratic party, a rabble-rousing demagogue 
who railed against railroads, banks, and southern Bourbons 
in one breath and, in the next, against the “niggers.”

DRAWING THE COLOR LINE
In 1890, 90 percent of the African American population lived 
in the southern states. The Bourbon Redeemers had long 
since neutralized the blacks’ Republican party as a political 
power to be reckoned with. However, Republican presidents 
continued to appoint African Americans to federal offi ces in 
the South, including some high-ranking posts in the Customs 
Service and Post Offi ce. African American voters held their 
own in a few district elections. A few black candidates won 
state offi ces in South Carolina, Mississippi, and  Louisiana to 
the end of the 1880s. In Tennessee and North Carolina, there 
were more African Americans in state offi ces in 1890 than 
there had been during Reconstruction.

The Force Bill
In 1890, in order to protect the remnants of the southern 
black Republican party and to provide the machinery to re-
store African American voting where it had been suppressed, 
the slim Republican majority in the House of Representa-
tives passed the “Force Bill.” If petitioners demonstrated that 
they were denied their right to vote because of their race, 
special federal offi cials would, on the scene, force registrars 
and poll watchers to observe African Americans’ Fifteenth 
Amendment rights.

The Republican majority in the Senate was also slim, just 
39 votes to the Democrats’ 37, just enough to make the Force 
Bill law on a straight party vote. However, several southern 
Democratic senators informed free silver Republicans from 

the western mining states that unless they voted against the 
Force Bill, southern Democratic senators would vote against 
the Sherman Silver Purchase bill and kill it. The deal was 
struck. The silver purchase bill passed and the Force Bill failed. 
It was the last gasp of radical Reconstruction idealism.

A few months later, Benjamin R. Tillman was sworn in as 
governor of South Carolina. Although himself a prosperous 
farmer, Tillman won the election by arousing poor white 
farmers against the conservative Redeemer Democrats of 
Charleston who ran the state. They were flunkeys for the rail-
roads and the bankers of New York who were fleecing poor 
farmers everywhere.

Tillman combined his populistic demagoguery with a 
call for the systematic intimidation of those South Carolina 
blacks who were still voting. It was not just that blacks sup-
ported the plutocratic Republican party and, in some cases, 
the conservative Redeemers. African Americans were inher-
ently inferior, even depraved, a threat to decent white people: 
“We have never believed him to be equal to the white man,” 
Tillman said in one of his more moderate speeches, “and 
we will not submit to gratifying his lust on our wives and 
daughters without lynching him. I would to God the last one 
of them was in Africa and that none of them had ever been 
brought to our shores.”

Tillman’s formula—race baiting plus legislation aiding 
poor whites—worked. As governor, he regulated railroad 
rates, raised taxes on the wealthy, and spent the revenue on 
improving public schools. In 1895, he led the fight for a new 
state constitution that virtually eliminated South Carolina’s 
last few African American voters. Politicians in every south-
ern state imitated him and were usually successful. Tom 
 Watson of Geogia, who had called for biracial cooperation as 
a Populist, out-Tillmaned Tillman as a race baiter after 1900 
whence Georgia’s Democrats, his old enemies, rewarded him 
with a seat in the Senate.

Disenfranchisement
Between 1889 and the early 1900s, every southern state ad-
opted one or another device to ensure that few blacks voted. 
Several states enacted poll taxes: In order to vote, a man had 
to pay a tax of one or two dollars each year. On the face of it, 
the poll tax applied to whites as well as blacks. However, in 
some states, the poll tax was cumulative. Blacks who had not 
voted out of fear before the poll tax took effect found that 
they did not need a dollar on election day; they needed $20. 

Alabama’s, Louisiana’s, North Carolina’s, and Georgia’s 
“grandfather clause” ensured that the poll tax kept blacks 
but not poor whites from the polls. Grandfather clauses 
provided that if a voter’s grandfather had been eligible to 
vote prior to 1867, he could vote without paying the tax. Of 
course, no African American’s grandfather had been eligible 
to vote before Reconstruction. Grandfather clauses worked 
for a decade and more. However, because they transparently 
discriminated on the basis of race, the Supreme Court ruled 
them unconstitutional in 1915.

Literacy tests were more effective in disenfranchising blacks 
because there was no overt racial component in them. Seven 



southern states required that a voter had to demonstrate that 
he could read. In 1900, 50 percent of southern black men 
were illiterate, but just 12 percent of whites. Illiterate white 
men—loyal supporters of the racist rabble-rousers—were 
able to evade the reading requirement by opting to take an 
“understanding” test. Registrars read them a passage from 
the state constitution. If they demonstrated that they under-
stood its meaning, they could vote. With broad discretionary 
powers in their friendly county courthouses, registrars could 
and did accept all explanations of the state constitution by 
whites, on many occasions to the laughter of others present. 
They could, easily enough, find disqualifying “misunder-
standings” in African American answers. The introduction of 
secret ballots in the 1890s and 1900s eliminated black voters 
in states without a literacy test because voters were required 
to be alone in the curtained polling booths. 

In Mississippi in 1888, 29 percent of black men eligible to 
vote voted; in 1892 only 2 percent did; in 1895 none at all. 

In Louisiana in 1895, 95.6 percent of black men eligible to 
register as voters were in fact registered; after just two years 
of discriminatory legislation, only 9.1 percent were. (In 1914: 
1.1 percent.) There were 180,000 black registered voters in 
Alabama in 1900, in 1903 there were 3,000.

Lynch Law
The conservative Redeemers made some effort to quash so-
cial instability—mob action of which the worst kind was 
lynching. Populistic racist politicians of the Ben Tillman 
stripe looked the other way. Consequently the fi nal years of 
the 1890s and the early 1900s were an era of runaway lynch 
law in the South.

In 1890, 85 African Americans were lynched, almost all 
of them in the southern states, at least half of them because 
they were accused of raping a white woman. In 1892, with 
the agrarian revolt at white heat, 161 blacks were lynched. 
In only two of the years between 1890 and 1902, were fewer 
than 100 blacks mutilated, hanged, and incinerated by white 
mobs. No one feared prosecution. Law officers found they had 
duties elsewhere when they heard rumors that a lynch mob 
was forming. Some county sheriffs, who had been elected 
by the poor whites in the mobs, left jailhouses unlocked so 
they would not be bothered by repairs. Lynchings were often 
photographed; the faces of the people gathered around the 
hanging corpse were clearly recognizable. Few photos were 
used as evidence in court; lynching trials were rare. More 
likely, the photographs were printed on postcards and sold 
as souvenirs. A few lynchings were actually announced in ad-
vance. In one case in Georgia, spectators chartered a train to 
transport them to the hanging of a black man. In Oklahoma 

An Unusual Lynching
In the toleration of lynching that was widespread in the 
southern states, the people of Wycliffe, Kentucky, could 
claim not to discriminate. The lynching for the record books 
occurred in 1901. A black mob broke into the county jail and 
seized several black vagabonds who had been arrested for 
murdering “an old and respected negro” of the town. The 
mob hanged them. The sheriff, who had been elsewhere 
when the jail was raided, announced that he was unable to 
identify any of the perpetrators.

Booker T. Washington, who was born a 
slave, was Frederick Douglass’s successor 
as unofficial leader-spokesman of African 
Americans. Unlike Douglass (and W.E.B. 
DuBois and Martin Luther King Jr. after 
him), Washington urged blacks to live 
with social discrimination and even (in 
the South) exclusion from participation 
in politics. Their goal, Washington said, 
should be education, particularly in the 
“agricultural and mechanical arts,” and 
economic advancement.
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in 1911, a woman was lynched when she tried to protect her 
teenage son.

Most middle- and upper-class southern whites were dis-
gusted by lynching. In the age of the populist demagogue, 
however, they no longer ran county governments. And not 
every genteel, progressive southerner thought of lynching as 
a blot on the South. Rebecca Felton of Atlanta, a feminist 
and anti-alcohol crusader who lobbied for compulsory pub-
lic education and state-financed child care facilities said that 
she would be glad to see lynchings “a thousand times a week” 
to protect white women.

The Atlanta Compromise
Frederick Douglass, generally regarded as African Americans’ 
most important spokesman, died in 1895. By then, another 
man born a slave had risen to prominence. In 1881, Booker 
T. Washington was hired as the fi rst president of Tuskegee 
Normal School for Negroes in Alabama. (A normal school 
was a teacher’s college.)

Tuskegee was founded with public money but, as time passed, 
the Alabama legislature proved stingy with  appropriations. 
Fortunately, Washington discovered that he was a virtuoso 
fund raiser. Moreover, he wanted to broaden Tuskegee’s cur-
riculum beyond teacher education. He cultivated millionaires 
who were sympathetic to blacks—John D. Rockefeller, Andrew 
Carnegie, railroader Collis P. Huntington, Julius Rosenwald of 
Sears Roebuck among others—and Tuskegee Institute became 
a private institution.

By 1895, Washington recognized that the gains African 
Americans had made since Reconstruction were going to be 
wiped out by disenfranchisement, Jim Crow laws, and terror-
ism. At a convention in Atlanta designed to promote invest-
ment in the South, he proposed a compact between south-
ern whites and blacks that would benefit both races. African 
Americans would accept segregation. “In all things . . . purely 
social,” he said, “we can be as separate as the fingers, yet as 
one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.” 
In return for black acquiescence in Jim Crow and disenfran-
chisement, he asked southern state governments and wealthy 
whites to fund mechanical, technical, and agricultural educa-
tion for African Americans.

The southern elite embraced Washington’s “Atlanta 
Compromise.” So did most southern blacks. With half of 
the southern black population illiterate and all but a hand-
ful impoverished, few African Americans aspired to loftier 
places in society than their own farms or work that paid well. 
An  urbane northern African American who had  studied in 
Europe, W. E. B. DuBois, condemned Washington’s compro-
mise. DuBois wanted to step up the struggle for civil and so-
cial equality. He placed his hopes for the future in the creation 
of a black elite educated to be professionals.  Washington did 
not object to blacks studying medicine, law, and the liberal 
arts, but he was more realistic than DuBois about the plight 
in which southern blacks found themselves. What Washing-
ton did not anticipate was that lynch mobs did not subscribe 
to the Atlanta Compromise. The incidence of poor white ter-
rorism continued to rise.

Plessy  v. Ferguson
In 1890, Louisiana enacted a law requiring railroads to pro-
vide separate accomodations on trains and in depots for the 
two races. Within two years, nine states followed suit. The 
railroads did not like the law; duplicate passenger cars added 
to their expenses. They agreed to cooperate with a committee 
of African Americans in New Orleans “to test the constitu-
tionality of the separate car law” on the grounds it violated 
the “equal treatment” section of the Fourteenth Amendment. 
Homer Plessy, a light-skinned mulatto, agreed to violate the 
law. He bought a train ticket, sat in a “white” car, was ordered 
out by the railroad, and sued.

Plessy v. Ferguson reached the Supreme Court in 1896. By a 
vote of 7 to 1, the justices ruled that the Louisiana’s segrega-
tion law was constitutional. So long as state and city govern-
ments, public utilities, and schools provided separate facilities 
for whites and blacks that were equal in quality, they did not 
violate the Constitution. The doctrine of “separate but equal” 
legitimized the Jim Crow laws already in existence and gave 
the southern states the go-ahead to enact yet more, which 
they did, hanging “white” and “colored” signs all over the 
South, on toilets, water fountains, sections of movie houses 
and county fair grandstands, and even providing separate but 
equal Bibles with which to swear in witnesses at a trial.

The Court that sanctioned Jim Crow segregation was nei-
ther a southern nor a Democratic court. Six of the nine jus-
tices were Republicans; six were raised or educated in New 
 England; only two were from former slave states and one of 
them, John  Marshall Harlan of Kentucky, was the sole dissenter 
on the court. In his blistering criticism of the Plessy decision, he 
wrote that, in abolishing slavery, the Thirteenth Amendment 
forbade “badges of servitude” such as the denial of access to 
any public facility on the basis of a person’s race. Separate acco-
modations were inherently unequal. The Constitution, Harlan 
wrote, “is colorblind, and neither knows nor tolerates classes 
among citizens.” That seven northern judges approved of Jim 
Crow laws indicates how thoroughly northern white and south-
ern white attitudes toward African Americans had merged.

AN AMERICAN EMPIRE
William McKinley hoped for a quiet presidency. He  expected 
to preside over the nation’s recovery from the  depression and, 
with the return of prosperity, an end to the political turmoil 
that destroyed his predecessor’s  reputation.

McKinley got his prosperity. By the time he was inaugu-
rated in March 1897, the “economic indicators” showed signs 
of improvement. Peace and quiet were more elusive. As little 
as the role suited him, as little as he wanted the part,  William 
McKinley led the United States into adventures overseas and 
the acquisition of colonies that transformed the republic 
into an imperial power.

An Industrial and Commercial Giant
In 1892, Europe’s great powers upgraded their representa-
tives in Washington to the rank of ambassador. It was their 



recognition of America’s economic power. In 1890, the 
United States had surpassed Great Britain as the world’s 
leading industrial power. American agricultural production 
was already the greatest in the world. 

American merchant ships were familiar visitors in the 
world’s most exotic ports. As early as 1844, the United 
States had signed a trade treaty with China. In 1854, a naval 
squadron under Commodore Matthew Perry anchored off 
 Yokohama, Japan and threatened to bombard the city unless 
the Japanese agreed to abandon their centuries long isolation 
from the West.

In 1870, American exports totaled $320 million. By 1890, 
$857 million in goods were sold abroad each year, and not 
just agricultural produce. American manufacturers competed 
with European nations in sale of steel and textiles and led the 
pack in machinery sales. Standard Oil faced stiffer competi-
tion selling kerosene in the United States than it did abroad. 
Standard’s trademark was recognized as universally as Coca 
Cola’s distinctive script is today. Andrew Carnegie under-
bid every British steel maker to land a big order  supplying 
armor plate to the Royal Navy. By the end of the century, the 
British government’s telephones in London were  American 
made as were most of the typewriters. Even the Populist Jerry 
 Simpson urged the government to pursue foreign markets 
more aggressively: “American factories are making more than 
the American people can consume; American soil is produc-
ing more than they can consume. . . . The trade of the world 
must and shall be ours.”

The United States was not, however, even a third-rate mili-
tary power. Since the Civil War, the men in the United States 
army and navy had numbered between 30,000 and 34,000. 
In 1880, by comparison, Italy had 216,000 men in uniform, 
France 543,000, and Russia 791,000.

A Distaste for Colonialism 
Congress reasoned that the United States did not need much 
of an army. Its 30,000 soldiers had been more than adequate 
in suppressing the plains Indians. The border with Canada 
was unfortifi ed. Mexico was weak and, since the rise of the 
dictator Porfi rio Diaz in 1877, stable and friendly. The oceans 
ensured that no distant power could threaten the United 
States without providing plenty of time in which to mobi-
lize a larger force. Unlike Britain, France, Germany, Italy, and 
Japan, the United States had no restive colonial subjects who 
had to be kept in line by force. The few inhabitants of Alaska 
were contentedly American (or unaware that they were 
American). The stars and stripes fl ew over a few pinpoint 
Pacifi c islands acquired as sources of guano—fertilizer—but 
they were next to uninhabited. 

There had been several serious attempts to acquire over-
seas possessions. During slavery days, hardly a year passed 
that southern extremists did not demand that Cuba be 
bought or taken from Spain. In 1869, the Grant administra-
tion negotiated a treaty of annexation with the Dominican 
Republic, but the Senate rejected it, in part because many 
Dominicans were black or of mixed race, in part because of 
the American tradition of opposition to colonialism. In 1893, 

President Cleveland quashed a Republican scheme to annex 
Hawai’i when his investigators learned that a large majority 
of Hawai’ians wanted to remain independent.

The anti-colonial tradition was alive and apparently well 
in 1897. So was the Monroe Doctrine’s pledge that the United 
States would not interfere in foreign conflicts that did not 
threaten American interests. Not everyone regarded these 
principles as sacred, however. President McKinley, who did 
believe in them, found it advisable in his inaugural address 
to admonish Americans that “we must avoid the temptation 
of territorial expansion.”

The Frontier Thesis
Who was being tempted? Some intellectuals, not only uni-
versity professors but also intellectual politicos like Senator 
Henry Cabot Lodge, a Harvard Ph.D. soon to be senator; 
 Albert J. Beveridge of Indiana; a young New Yorker McKinley 
appointed Undersecretary of the Navy, Theodore Roosevelt; 
and a good many others. They were not organized, but many 
were linked by friendship and all were infl uenced by new 
ideas that were in the air.

One of those ideas was the “frontier thesis” propounded in 
1893 by a young historian from the University of  Wisconsin, 
Frederick Jackson Turner. Turner said that the existence of 
a frontier throughout American history, a place to which 
discontented Easterners could go to improve their lives, had 
served as a “safety valve” for American society. The beck-
oning frontier had released social and economic pressures 
that otherwise might have led to unrest and even rebellion. 
Turner attributed the vitality of American democracy to the 
frontier. Freed of constraints that had grown up in the settled 
states, the people of the West had led the way in extending 
the franchise and, recently in several states, allowing women 
to vote.

But there were foreboding implications in the frontier 
thesis. Turner himself had been attracted to his subject by 
the Census Bureau’s announcement that, as of 1890, the 
frontier no longer existed. There was no vast area of un-
settled land to attract the ambitious and restless, no more 
safety valve. (Turner had forgotten about Alaska but, then, 
so did just about every other American.) Did that mean that 
the United States would stagnate and begin to suffer the 
social dislocations and class conflicts endemic in Europe? 
Some concluded that it did—unless economic, social, and 
moral decline was averted by creating new frontiers in colo-
nies overseas.

That meant taking control of alien populations of differ-
ent races. White Americans needed no prompting to think of 
black Americans and Indians as people whose wishes could 
be ignored. That was an American tradition. Actively seek-
ing out other “inferior” peoples to rule, however, was another 
matter.

Anglo-Saxons and Battleships
In two books of 1885, historian John Fiske and Congregational-
ist minister Josiah Strong faced the issue head on. They posited 
that the “Anglo-Saxon” peoples (the English and  Americans) 
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had been more successful in creating free, stable, and progres-
sive governments than other peoples because they were ra-
cially superior (Fiske) or “divinely commissioned” to be rulers 
(Strong). It was no betrayal of American ideals to undertake the 
governance of others. There was a racial and religious duty to 
do so. A political scientist, John W. Burgess, stated fl atly in 1890 
that the right of self-government did not apply to dark-skinned 
peoples: “there is no human right to the status of barbarism.” 
The British and French were doing their part in the cause of 
civilization; the Americans should do theirs.

In 1890, a book by naval Captain Alfred Thayer Mahan, 
The Influence of Sea Power upon History, argued that the 
greatest nations had been seafaring nations, countries with a 
dynamic overseas trade protected by a powerful navy. That, 
of course, described the paramount world power of the era, 
the British Empire. Mahan chided Americans for allowing 
their own navy to lapse into obsolescence and decay. In fact, a 
naval construction program was already underway when, in 
1880, it was revealed that the American navy ranked twelfth 
in the world.

Steamships burned coal. If the United States was to have a 
navy capable of speeding to trouble spots anywhere in the 
world, especially in the Pacific, it was necessary to acquire 
islands, however valueless in other ways, to serve as coaling 
stations and good harbors at which to base ships. Already in 
1887, the Kingdom of Hawai’i had granted the United States 
a lease on Pearl Harbor, the best Pacific port not already in a 
naval power’s possession.

THE SPANISH-AMERICAN WAR
Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines were all that remained 
of Spain’s once magnifi cent empire. And that remnant was 
tottering. Rebellion was chronic in the Philippines and Cuba. 
Until 1895, Spanish troops had been able to suppress rebels 
in both countries, driving their leaders into exile or to re-
mote mountain fastnesses. 

Cuban rebel leaders fled to the United States where they 
bought arms and smuggled them from Florida into Cuba to 
rebels who launched a major rebellion in 1895. Cuban agents 
in the United States then energetically and skillfully lobbied 
American politicians and editors to support the uprising.

The Cuban rebellion was a classic guerrilla war. The  Spanish 
army—100,000 strong—controlled the cities of Havana and 
Santiago and the large towns. By day, Spanish regiments moved 
untroubled amongst an apparently docile peasantry. By night, 
however, field workers became guerrillas and attacked Spanish 
patrols. In the cities, saboteurs planted bombs. As always in 
guerrilla wars, atrocities were common. Spanish soldiers bru-
talized peasants in hostile areas; rebels tortured and murdered 
soldiers they had captured.

The Yellow Press
American public opinion favored the rebels. They were the 
underdogs and while Spain was no longer an autocracy, it was 
a monarchy and an ancestral enemy. Cuban  propagandists 
successfully portrayed the rebels as heirs of the American 

War for Independence and proposed to establish a represen-
tative democracy on the island.

Sensing a hot issue that would sell newspapers, the heads 
of two fiercely competitive newspaper syndicates, William 
Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer, adopted the rebels. 
Hearst and Pulitzer were sensationalists, the tabloid publish-
ers of the day. They pioneered the abundant use of illustra-
tions in daily newspapers, big sports sections, and the comic 
strip—anything that might entice buyers. Flashy reporters 
squeezed the most lurid publishable details out of mur-
der trials and sex scandals. Pulitzer created the “invented” 
news story. In 1889, his New York World sent Elizabeth S. 
“ Nellie Bly” Cochrane around the world to break the record 
of the fictional hero of Jules Verne’s novel Around the World 
in Eighty Days. (She did it, in seventy-two days, six hours, 
and eleven minutes.) The cynical sensationalism was called 
“ yellow journalism.” Respectable society scorned Hearst’s and 
Pulitzer’s journalism but the newspaper sold.

Reporting on Spanish atrocities in Cuba came naturally to the 
yellow press. The Spanish military commander in Cuba, Vale-
riano Weyler, was dubbed “The Butcher” for his repressive poli-
cies, which included the establishment of concentration camps. 
But real suffering was not enough for Hearst and  Pulitzer. They 
transformed innocuous and imagined incidents into horror 
stories. One large front-page drawing showed  Spanish soldiers 
and customs officials leering at a naked  American woman. The 
picture was based on a real incident except that the woman, 
suspected of smuggling, had been searched quite properly in 
private by female officers. When Hearst artist Frederic Reming-
ton wired from Havana that everything was peaceful in Cuba 
and he wanted to come home, Hearst told him to stay: “You 
furnish the pictures. I’ll furnish the war.” 

McKinley’s Dark Hour
McKinley wanted no part of the rebellion. He was a big busi-
ness Republican, and American investors had about $50 mil-
lion at stake in Cuba’s railroads, mines, and sugar cane plan-
tations. Their money was safe under Spanish rule, but who 
knew what would happen if the rebels were successful?

McKinley urged the Spanish to abandon the harshest of 
their policies and to liberalize the government of the island. 
With so many Americans calling for armed intervention 
(which McKinley said would be “criminal aggression”), a 
new administration in Madrid withdrew Weyler and prom-
ised Cuba autonomy within the Spanish Empire, a status 
comparable to Canada’s within the British Empire.

That satisfied McKinley, but not the war hawks. On 
 February 9, 1898, Hearst’s New York Journal published a 
letter written by the Spanish ambassador in Washington, 
 Enrique Dupuy de Lome, in which he said that McKinley was 
“weak, a bidder for the admiration of the crowd.” It was by no 
means an inaccurate assessment of the president’s personal-
ity. About the same time, Undersecretary of the Navy Theo-
dore Roosevelt said that the president had the “ backbone of 
a chocolate eclair.”

That, and not the belief that Mark Hanna told the presi-
dent what to do, was precisely the problem. McKinley trem-
bled when he read critical headlines in the newspapers when 



he should have listened to Hanna. When he proposed to pla-
cate the yellow press by sending the battleship Maine, Hanna 
begged him not to do it. It was like “waving a match in an oil 
well,” he told McKinley. 

The president dispatched the ship and, on February 15, the 
Maine exploded and sank, killing 260 sailors. Who was re-
sponsible? Some believed that the Cuban rebels had planted 

a bomb to provoke the United States into declaring war on 
Spain. Some suspected that the explosion was the work of 
Spanish reactionaries who opposed the new liberal policies 
in Cuba. The yellow press, of course, bought the least credible 
explanation of the disaster, that a Spanish government that 
was bending over backwards to avoid war, had destroyed the 
Maine. (It is now known that the explosion was  accidental, 

The destruction of the battleship Maine in Havana harbor as reported by Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World. The disaster would have 
been front-page news had the Maine exploded in Norfolk, Virginia. The World accorded it this sensational presentation because 
Pulitzer had been promoting war with Spain because of its repressive policies in Cuba.
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When a War Was Popular

William Allen White remembered the excitement when 
war was declared on Spain: “Everywhere over this good, 
fair land, flags were flying . . . crowds gathered to hurrah 
for the soldiers and to throw hats into the air.” The cry was, 
“Remember the Maine; to hell with Spain.”

When President McKinley called for 125,000 volunteers, 
the response was so great that 200,000 had to be turned away. 
Among the rejects was Buffalo Bill Cody who wrote a maga-
zine article entitled “How I Could Drive the Spaniards out 
of Cuba with Thirty Thousand Indian Braves.” That irked 
the War Department although, as things turned out, Cody 
could probably have made good his boast—if he could have 
found 30,000 braves still alive and fit. Martha A. Chute of 
Colorado got equally short shrift from the War Department 
when she offered to raise an all female regiment. 

The 3rd Nebraska Volunteers commissioned William 
Jennings Bryan colonel, an act that probably ensured the 
unit would see no combat. As McKinley’s likely opponent 
in the presidential election of 1900, Bryan could not have 
gotten a shot at military glory in Cuba if he had offered to 
pay his regiment’s way there out of his own pocket.

Another Democrat who tried unsuccessfully to horn in 
on the war was publisher William Randolph Hearst. He of-
fered to raise a regiment of professional boxers and base-
ball players. “Think of . . . magnificent men of this ilk,” he 
wrote. “They would overawe any Spanish regiment by their 
mere appearance.” Leonard Wood (McKinley’s personal 
physician) and Undersecretary of the Navy,  Theodore 
Roosevelt, both good Republicans, stole Hearst’s idea 
when they put together the 1st Volunteer Cavalry, the fa-
mous “Rough Riders” (they stole the name from Buffalo 
Bill). Roosevelt added cowboys from his North Dakota 
ranch to Hearst’s mix but no Indians.

With so many comic opera elements and the easiest of 
victories, Secretary John Hay can be pardoned for calling 
the conflict a “splendid little war.” The fighting in Cuba was 
over in three weeks. Puerto Rico was “conquered” with no 
resistance. Only 379 sailors and soldiers died in combat.

But the splendor of it all owed more to the ineptitude of 
Spanish officers and the demoralization of the men they 
commanded than to the performance of the American 
war machine. Had the United States been fighting South 
Africa’s highly motivated Boers, as the British would be 
doing the very next year, John Hay would have held his 
tongue. American sailors and soldiers were brave, but little 
else about the war was glorious.

The War Department was entirely unprepared to equip 
and provision the 125,000 volunteers for which it called. 
Thousands of state militiamen and fresh recruits were 
trained in subtropical Florida clothed in heavy woolen 
winter uniforms. There they discovered that “camp” was 
a hundred acres of marsh where the tents had not yet 

 arrived and the latrines had not been dug. More troop 
trains arrived; crowding and sanitation became so bad 
that typhoid fever and dysentery incapacitated men by the 
tens of thousands and killed twelve of them for every one 
soldier killed in action.

The navy’s two smashing victories owed more to sur-
prise (Manila) and the pathetic obsolescence of Spanish 
warships (Santiago) than to any brilliance on the part of 
Commodore Dewey and Admiral Sampson. Indeed, their 
gunners were so inaccurate that, had their enemy been the 
Royal Navy, both American fleets would have been sunk.

Some junior army officers distinguished themselves. 
John J. Pershing, still a lieutenant at almost 40 years of age, 
commanded the Tenth U.S. Cavalry, one of four African 
American regiments in the regular army. Although Theo-
dore Roosevelt’s Rough Riders got the credit for capturing 
San Juan Hill, several observers said that they would have 
been massacred in their amateurish charge up the hill had 
the Tenth Cavalry not been positioned to their left. The 
Tenth, Pershing wrote deadpan in his official report, flanked 
the Spanish defenses, advancing “up the hill scarcely firing 
a shot and being nearest the Rough Riders opened a disas-
trous enfilading fire upon the Spanish right, thus relieving 
the Rough Riders from the volleys that were being poured 
into them from that part of the Spanish line.”

The upper ranks of the officer corps were cluttered with 
deadwood, literally so in the case of the commander in 
Cuba, General William R. Shafter. Shafter weighed more 
than 300 pounds; he had not mounted a horse for years; 
he could not walk more than short distances without as-
sistance. Cuba’s tropical heat and humidity laid him on his 
back more hours than he was up and more or less around. 
The ossification of the army’s generals was demonstrated 
a few years after the war when they refused the president’s 
request to promote Pershing to major.

The “immunes,” a sensible program when it was 
hatched, was botched by incompetent administrators. 
Worried about tropical diseases, the army authorized the 
selective recruitment of up to 10,000 young men who had 
grown up in low-lying parts of the South where malaria 
was endemic and yellow fever a regular visitor. If they had 
not been felled by those diseases by the ages of 18 or 20, 
the reasoning went, they must be immune to them. 

Race did not figure in the design of the program, but 
the officers put in charge of it added a racial spin. They 
assumed that African Americans were inherently immune 
to tropical disease while whites were inherently vulner-
able to it. So, they turned away white volunteers from the 
 Louisiana bayous and the Florida swamps and accepted 
blacks from the Appalachians and even from urban New 
Jersey. About 4,000 of the 10,000 African Americans who 
served in the Spanish-American War were “immunes.”

How They Lived



most likely caused by a fire in a coal bunker that spread to the 
powder magazine.)

McKinley continued to vacillate for a month and a half, 
flooding Spain with demands for a change of policy. As late 
as March 26, Hanna begged him on behalf of the business 
and banking community to keep the peace. On April 9, the 
 Spanish government gave in to every demand McKinley had 
made. However, worried that preserving the peace might cost 
the Republicans control of Congress in the fall, McKinley 
caved in. On April 11, ignoring the Spanish capitulation, the 
president asked Congress for a declaration of war.

The “Splendid Little War”
The tiny U.S. Army was not up to launching a plausible 
overseas operation, but the spanking new navy was. As soon 
as war was offi cial, Undersecretary of the Navy Theodore 
 Roosevelt (the secretary was ill) ordered Commodore George 
Dewey, commanding a squadron of six ships in the Pacifi c, 
to attack the Spanish fl eet stationed at Manila Bay in the 
Philippines. On May 1, with more and better guns, Dewey 
caught the Spanish completely unaware and destroyed all 
seven of their ships. The performance of Dewey’s sailors 
was less than sparkling. Of the 6,000 rounds they fi red, only 
142 found their targets. But the news of the victory came 
as such a surprise back home that Dewey was lauded as the 
 American Horatio Nelson.

In the Caribbean three weeks later, a small American flo-
tilla bottled up four Spanish cruisers and three  destroyers 

commanded by Admiral Pascual Cervera in the harbor of 
Santiago on Cuba’s south coast. On July 3, Cervera tried to 
make a run for the open seas. Unfortunately for him, a major 
American task force including five battleships had arrived at 
Santiago two days earlier. In a four-hour battle, the Ameri-
cans sent Cervera’s entire fleet to the bottom. (Their marks-
manship was worse than Dewey’s; of 9,400 shells fired, just 
142 were hits.)

Two days earlier—just in time—the army had gotten 
into the war. Some 17,000 regulars and volunteers attacked 
 Spanish defensive positions at El Caney and on San Juan 
Hill west of Santiago. If many of the Americans were inad-
equately trained, the Spanish troops were demoralized. They 
were quickly defeated.

San Juan Hill gave flag-waving Americans a hero second in 
popularity only to Commodore Dewey. Theodore Roosevelt 
had resigned from the Navy Department and helped organize 
a volunteer cavalry regiment called the “Rough Riders.” (They 
stole the name from Buffalo Bill.) Newspapermen loved the 
unit because some of its soldiers were cowboys, others boxers 
and professional baseball players. Colonel Roosevelt, already 
a favorite of New York reporters as an exuberant publicity 
hound, was second in command. 

The Rough Riders, cowboys included, fought on foot be-
cause their horses were still in Tampa, but their charge up San 
Juan Hill was undeniably fearless, even reckless.  Roosevelt 
returned quickly to the United States where (he was a su-
perb writer), he dashed off a popular book that, amused 

Men of the Tenth 
Cavalry atop San 
Juan Hill after 
the battle to clear 
the high ground 
of Spanish troops. 
No one faulted the 
bravery of Teddy 
Roosevelt’s Rough 
Riders, who fought 
to the right of the 
tenth. However, after 
Roosevelt wrote a 
book describing the 
charge up the hill as 
if it were all Rough 
Riders (and mainly 
Theodore Roosevelt), 
several men who 
witnessed the battle 
said the professional 
tenth was the key to 
the capture of the hill.
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friends observed, depicted San Juan Hill as the key event 
of the war and Roosevelt as the key to taking San Juan Hill. 
Eyewitnesses of the battle said that the Rough Riders would 
have been massacred had the professional Ninth and Tenth 
U.S. Cavalry regiments, on their left flank, not enfiladed the 
Spanish position with rapid rifle fire. But the Rough Riders 
got all the credit; the Ninth and Tenth Cavalry were African 
American units.

Hawai’i Annexed
A few days after San Juan Hill, Congress annexed the 
 Republic of Hawai’i by means of the same device by which 
Texas was annexed in 1844: a joint resolution with the 
Hawai’ian legislature.

Hawai’i had been a party issue since 1893 when newly 
elected Democratic President Grover Cleveland repudiated 
an agreement between the Harrison administration and a 
small oligarchy of the descendants of American missionaries 
who had overthrown the Hawai’ian queen, Liliuokalani, with 
the help of American marines.

The oligarchy, rich sugar planters, had happily ruled 
Hawai’i during the reign of Liliuokalani’s brother and pre-
decessor, the affable playboy David Kalakaua. However, they 
were hit hard in the pocketbook when the McKinley tariff of 
1890 virtually shut their sugar out of the American market. 

Then, in 1891, Queen Lil came to the throne and announced 
that she meant to preserve Hawai’ian culture by abrogating 
some of the privileges the rich haoles (white people) enjoyed. 
She pronounced “Hawai’i for the Hawai’ians” the theme 
of her reign, and she was immensely popular with  native 
Hawai’ians who not only resented the rich haole landown-
ers but also felt threatened by the increasing numbers of 
 Japanese plantation workers on the islands.

Aided by the American ambassador and 159 marines from 
the USS Boston, the oligarchy took control and overthrew 
Queen Lil. “The Hawaiian pear is now fully ripe . . . for the 
United States to pluck it,” the American minister informed 
Washington. A treaty of annexation was on the table when 
Cleveland was inaugurated, and he withdrew it.

The oligarchy had gone too far to chance restoring Liliuo-
kalani. They declared Hawai’i a republic and bided their time 
as long as Cleveland was president. With McKinley’s election 
in 1896 and the war with Spain fanning patriotic fires in the 
United States, Hawai’i was annexed and declared an  American 
territory, a fringe benefit of the  Spanish-American war.

Given a small pension, Liliuokalani lived on until 1917, 
watching Hawai’i become less and less Hawai’ian. When she 
wrote the islands’ famous anthem, Aloha Oe, which trans-
lates as “Farewell to Thee,” she meant it to have more than 
one meaning.
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EMPIRE BUILDING
When the Spanish gave up in August 1898, American troops 
occupied Manila, parts of Cuba, and Puerto Rico, which sur-
rendered without a fi ght. But what to do with these prizes? 
McKinley had asked Congress to declare war in April to free 
the Cubans from Spanish rule, nothing more. Senator Henry 
M. Teller of Colorado called what he suspected was a bluff 
by amending the resolution supporting the war to state that 
the United States “disclaims any . . . intention to exercise sov-
ereignty, jurisdiction, or control over said island except for 
pacifi cation thereof, and asserts its determination when that 
is accomplished to leave the government and control of the 
island to its people.” 

So Cuba was to be independent, but what of the  Philippines 
and Puerto Rico? Teller had not mentioned those Spanish 
colonies because they had not figured in the three months 
of discussions that led up to the war. Indeed,  Americans, 
 President McKinley included, knew less about the  Philippines 
than they knew about life on Mars. When the president got 
the news of Dewey’s victory at Manila Bay, he could not 
locate the islands on a globe. An aide had to point them out 
to him, tactfully. 

By Jingo Imperialism
That was before the war. In August, when Spain called for 
a truce, jingos in Congress and the press put the heat on 
McKinley to annex Puerto Rico and the Philippines. A 
few of the “imperialists” were more or less fatalistic about 
the Philippines. Having shattered Spain’s hold on the is-
lands, they said, the United States could not simply pull 
out. There would be a civil war between insurrectos and 
 Spanish loyalists, and Japan or Germany or both would 
move in.

A more typical and effective annexationist was Albert J. 
Beveridge of Indiana who, in 1898, ran for and won a seat in 
the Senate. In eloquent, tub-thumping rhetoric in his “March 
of the Flag” speech (a more significant oration than Bryan’s 
Cross of Gold), he declared that Americans had a religious 
and racial duty to govern peoples who were incapable of gov-
erning themselves. Beveridge popularized the ten-year-old 
preachments of the intellectuals Fiske and Strong: “God has 
not been preparing the English-speaking and Teutonic peo-
ples for a thousand years for nothing but vain and idle self-
contemplation and self-admiration.” He had made them “the 
master organizers of the world.”

Queen Liliuokalani of Hawai’i bore no racial animosity toward whites; her husband, standing behind her, was Caucasian. However,
she hoped to reduce the economic and political domination of the islands by a few families of American ancestry led by Sanford Dole of 
pineapple fame (seated on the left). She was also interested in arresting the decline of the Hawaiian language; she authored the islands’ 
anthem, “Aloha Oe.” Dole and his cronies overthrew her in 1892 and led the movement for annexation by the United States.
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Beveridge and others like him incubated an annexation 
fever that infected Congress and the public. It was a repeat of 
the war with Spain mania that McKinley had been incapable 
of resisting in the spring. This time, McKinley displayed his 
ignorance publicly. He said that he decided to support an-
nexation of the Philippines so that the United States could 
bring Christianity to the islands. Ninety percent of the Phil-
ippine population was already Christian.

The Anti-Imperialists
The treaty with Spain, signed in Paris in October 1898, trans-
ferred the Philippines to the United States, but ratifi cation 
by the Senate was far from certain. Anti-imperialists, many 
of whom had opposed the war, mobilized quickly. They were 
a diverse lot. In Congress, the anti-annexationists included 
the ancient radical Republican George F. Hoar of Massa-
chusetts; one time liberal Republican Carl Schurz; the ultra-
 conservative Speaker of the House, Thomas B. Reed; and the 
populistic racist Democrat, Ben Tillman of South Carolina. 
Free silverite Henry Teller of Colorado became a Democrat 
because of his disgust with McKinley’s imperialism. 

Outside of Congress, William Jennings Bryan asked that 
ratification of the treaty with Spain be put off until after the 
election of 1900 when the American people could express 
their views. Novelists Samuel L. Clemens (Mark Twain) and 
William Dean Howells, who had avoided political contro-
versies throughout their careers, opposed annexation, as did 
popular journalists Ambrose Bierce and Finley Peter Dunne. 
Other members of the Anti-Imperialist League included for-
mer president Cleveland, scholars William James and John 
Dewey, social worker Jane Addams, steel magnate Andrew 
Carnegie, and labor leader Samuel Gompers. 

Rarely has politics made for a stranger bunch of bedfel-
lows. The anti-imperialists were also a distinguished lot and, 
on the face of it, influential. Nevertheless, in February 1899, 
the Senate voted 57–27 to pay Spain $20 million for the 
 Philippines.

The Philippine Insurrection
As usual, Thomas B. Reed was ready with a witticism al-
though there was nothing frivolous about his message. “We 
have bought ten million Malays at two dollars a head un-

Emilio Aguinaldo (mounted) was in exile 
in Hong Kong when Admiral Dewey 
asked him to return to the Philippines 
to lead the Filipinos in the war against 
Spain. Aguinaldo and Dewey both 
assumed the object of the war was 
Philippine independence. When the 
United States absorbed the country as a 
colony, Aguinaldo led a briefly effective, 
but ultimately doomed insurrection. 
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Missionary
President McKinley displayed his ignorance of the Philippines, 
once privately, then in a public statement. When news of 
Dewey’s victory at Manila Bay reached him, he needed help 
to locate the Philippines on a globe. During the congressional 
debate over acquiring the Philippines as a colony, he 
announced that he decided on keeping the islands after a 
sleepless night of anxiety and prayer. He concluded that 
Americans had a duty to bring Christianity to the Philippine 
people. 

About 80 percent of the Philippine population was nominally 
Roman Catholic. The ancestors of many of them had been 
Christian for half a century before the founding of Jamestown 
and Plymouth. Most of the rest of the population was Protestant. 
Perhaps one in twenty Filipinos was a Muslem, but McKinley’s 
missionaries soon learned what the Spanish friars already 
knew: It was dangerous to penetrate the remote fastnesses in 
which they lived.



picked,” he said, “nobody knows what it will cost to pick 
them.” Indeed, unlike the war with Spain, the pacifi cation 
of the  Philippines was neither easy, cheap, nor glorious. 
The Philippine insurrectos, led by Emilio Aguinaldo, a well-
 educated patriot as comfortable in the jungle as in the li-
brary, withdrew from Manila and other American-occupied 
cities and fought the troops as the Cuban rebels had fought 
the Spanish, guerrilla style.

The American army of occupation, 65,000 men by 1900, 
found itself playing the same role that Americans had called 
disgraceful and barbarous when Spanish soldiers were in 
the role in Cuba, responding to insurrecto atrocities with 
their own. The rebels frequently decapitated soldiers they 
captured. The Americans, frustrated by their failures, the 
tropical heat, insects, and diseases, retaliated by slaughtering 
whole villages thought to support the rebels. 

The army never did defeat the insurrectos. The rebel-
lion ended only when, in March 1901, Colonel Frederick C. 
 Funston (who had fought side by side with Cuban rebels) 
made a prisoner of Aguinaldo by means of a daring and clever 
trick. Weary of the bloodshed, Aguinaldo took an oath of al-
legiance to the United States and ordered his followers to do 
the same. (He lived to see Philippine independence in 1946.) 
More than 5,000 Americans died in the cause of suppressing 
a popular revolution, a queer twist in a conflict that began, 
three years earlier, in support of a popular revolution.

McKinley Murdered
In 1900, the Democrats nominated William Jennings Bryan 
to run against McKinley. He tried to make imperialism the 

issue, but with the American fl ag fl ying over Hawai’i, Puerto 
Rico, the Philippines, and Guam (a former Spanish island 
in the Marianas), it was too late. Americans were either 
happy having overseas possessions or simply uninterested. 
 McKinley emphasized prosperity; the Republican slogan 
was “Four More Years of the Full Dinner Pail.” Dinner pails 
carried the day. Several states that had voted Democratic-
 Populist in 1896 went Republican in 1900, including Bryan’s 
own state of Nebraska and once “revolutionary” Kansas.

There was a new vice president. Theodore Roosevelt had 
parleyed his San Juan Hill fame into the governorship of 
New York. There he alienated the state’s Republican boss 
by openly chastising corrupt members of Platt’s organiza-
tion. Fortuitously, McKinley’s vice president had died late 
in 1899 and Platt seized on the vacant office as his best 
chance of getting rid of Roosevelt before he did any more 
mischief.

He urged McKinley to choose Roosevelt as his running 
mate and bury him in the obscurity of the vice presidency. 
Mark Hanna vehemently opposed the idea. He begged the 
president to act responsibly, to put the interests of the coun-
try ahead of the interests of the New York Republican party. 
If McKinley died, the maniac Roosevelt would be president.

The 60-year-old president was in good health. But two 
presidents had been assassinated within his and Hanna’s 
lifetime. When McKinley approved Roosevelt’s nomination, 
Hanna told the president, “It is your duty to your country to 
live another four years.” 

As Hanna feared, McKinley’s life was in another man’s 
hands. On September 6, 1901, the president paid a cer-
emonial visit to the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo. 
 Greeting a long line of guests, he found himself faced by 
a man extending a bandaged hand. The gauze concealed a 
large bore pistol. The president was shot point-blank twice, 
in the chest and abdomen. Leon Czolgosz, a rather pathetic 
figure, told police that he was an anarchist who “didn’t be-
lieve one man should have so much service and another man 
should have none.” Eight days later, McKinley died. “Now 
look,” Hanna shook his head at the funeral, “that damned 
cowboy is  president.”
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MAP 32:3 Presidential Election of 1900 By 1900, the West’s 
long agricultural depression was finally over and McKinley was 
still basking in the easy defeat of Spain in 1898. Bryan won 
almost as many popular votes as he had four years earlier, but 
McKinley increased his totals and won majorities in the plains 
states, including once Populist Kansas and Bryan’s Nebraska.

Dewey’s Slip
The Battle of Manila Bay made Commodore George Dewey a 
hero overnight. He was approached by prominent Democrats 
who urged him to seek the presidential nomination in 1900. 
At first, Dewey declined, saying that he was not qualified 
for the job. Then he thought about it and changed his mind. 
“Since studying the subject,” he wrote, “I am convinced that 
the office of the president is not such a very difficult one to 
fill.” Dewey had hit on a truth. It had been thirty years since 
an exceptional man had been president. But simple candor 
did not win nominations in 1900 any more than frankness and 
integrity do today.
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V
ice President Roosevelt was roughing it in a cabin 
in New York’s Adirondacks when a man came 
hurrying toward him up a mountain trail. Roos-
evelt knew what it meant.  He had just visited the 
wounded McKinley.  Either because the doctors 

told him the president was recovering—which seemed to be 
so for a day—or because Roosevelt did not want to hover 
about like a ghoul, he left and resumed his vacation.

Just six months earlier, Roosevelt believed his political ca-
reer had ended. The vice presidency was a dead-end job. New 
York’s Republican boss, Tom Platt, had arranged his nomina-
tion as McKinley’s running mate in order to bury him politi-
cally. Now it was McKinley who was being buried and Platt 
was facing the loss of his political pull with the “damned 
cowboy” at the top of the heap at just 42 years of age.

A NEW KIND OF PRESIDENT
“It is a dreadful thing to come into the presidency in this 
way,” Roosevelt told a friend, “but it would be a far worse 
thing to be morbid about it.” Roosevelt had been morbid 
only once in his life and then briefl y. When his young wife 
died suddenly in 1884, he fl ed to the wilds of Dakota Terri-
tory to recover from his grief. 

He did. Within two years he had a new wife and was run-
ning for mayor of New York City. No Republican had a 
chance of winning the election, but the party compensated 
 Roosevelt for taking the fall by naming him Civil  Service 
Commissioner. It was not a high-profile job, but it put 
 Roosevelt in Washington where he made the acquaintance of 
just about all the Republican party’s national big shots. 

Roosevelt next served as New York City’s police com-
missioner, which was better than high profile. He regularly 
made a splash in the newspapers when he accompanied club-
swinging cops on raids of brothels, gambling dens, and il-
legal saloons. Reporters loved it. Then, in rapid succession, 
the Navy Department, the war with Spain, ordering Dewey 
to Manila Bay, the self-celebrated heroics on San Juan Hill, 
New York’s governorship, the unwanted vice presidency, and 
McKinley’s assassination. It was a whirlwind career.

The Bumptious Patrician
Roosevelt was a human whirlwind. He was energetic and ex-
citable. When he quoted an African proverb—“walk softly 
and carry a big stick”—friends remarked that they had often 
seen Theodore wildly waving clubs about, but they could not 
recall him walking softly or even slowly. He did not walk as 
much as he marched, like a child who knows that everyone 

Chapter 33

Teddy Roosevelt’s 
Americans
The Middle Class Comes of Age
1890–1917

He played all his cards—if not more.
—Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.

The universe seemed to be spinning round, and Theodore was the spinner.
—Rudyard Kipling

And never did a President before so reflect the quality of his time.
—H. G. Wells
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is watching him. The resemblance was not lost on those who 
knew him. “You must remember,” a British diplomat told a 
friend to whom he was about to introduce Roosevelt, “that 
the president is about six.” On the president’s 46th birthday, 
the Secretary of War congratulated him on behalf of the 
cabinet: “You have made a very good start in life, and your 
friends have great hopes for you when you grow up.”

The extrovert was a patrician, well bred on both sides. His 
mother was a plantation belle from Georgia. On his father’s 
side, his Dutch ancestors dated to New York’s New Netherlands 

days. His personal friends were from the same social circle: gen-
teel Knickerbockers like himself; Boston Brahmins like Henry 
Cabot Lodge; proper Philadelphians like author Owen Wister; 
and old family Connecticut Yankees like Gifford Pinchot.

Roosevelt was rich. Not in the way that the Vanderbilts 
and Rockefellers were rich; his inherited income was enough 
that he could live luxuriously without having to think about 
earning money. He never held a job for its pay, and he had lit-
tle interest in making money passively. “I don’t care a damn 
about stocks and bonds,” he said and he did not; he had other 
things that interested him, a great many of them.

Like others listed in the Social Register (“one must not 
be ‘employed’; one must make application; and one must 
be above reproach”), Roosevelt looked with some distaste 
on the ever-hustling, endlessly acquisitive, single-minded, 
and self-made multimillionaires of the era. As a class, they 
had bumped patricians like Roosevelt from the top of the 
 pyramid of riches, but Roosevelt’s people had their own gated 
community where residents were defined by their ancestry, 
their culture, and the schools and colleges they had attended. 
They were not averse to marrying daughters of first-genera-
tion multimillionaires; the gates to the patriciate could be 
opened by presentation of a substantial dowry.

Roosevelt’s circle also looked disdainfully on the profes-
sional politicos who had rudely elbowed them out of the pub-
lic offices that, in the Northeastern states, they had looked on 
as entitlements. So, when Roosevelt ran for a seat in the New 
York assembly in 1882, his friends were mildly scandalized. 
Was Theodore really going to sit down in smoky rooms with 
vote-chasing hacks who, when they were Republicans, were a 
little less vulgar and a little less corrupt than Irish Democrats 
but were, nonetheless, not the sort to whom one introduced 
one’s sister?

Roosevelt was. Snob that he was in his heart, he mixed, 
bickered, and made deals with New York’s politicos without 
flinching. They were less at ease around him than he was with 
them. So boundless was his self-assurance that, as governor 
and president, he did not hesitate to scold the industrial and 
financial titans to whom other politicians toadied. It was this 

Theodore Roosevelt, “the bride at every wedding and the corpse 
at every funeral.” If any other president enjoyed being president 
as much as Teddy Roosevelt did, none displayed his pleasure so 
openly. When Iron Age magazine, a trade journal, reported that 
he was constantly drunk, Roosevelt sued for libel and won. In 
fact, he drank very little, sips only to be polite. He certainly did 
not need alcohol to shed his inhibitions.
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spunkiness that made the privileged Roosevelt so appealling 
to middle class Americans. They feared what big business’s 
big money was doing to the country, and they delighted in 
Roosevelt’s style.

Teddy
Roosevelt’s presidential style was without a precedent; and 
none of his successors has been so foolish as to attempt to 
imitate it. No president of the late nineteenth century had so 
priggish a public persona as William McKinley had, but all of 
them, even the unpretentious Ulysses S. Grant, maintained a 
solemnity in the way they walked, talked, and sat in a chair 
in public.

The frenetic Roosevelt found sitting difficult at all times, 
even when he was dining. He had little interest in food and 
drink, preferring to carry the conversation while others ate 
and drank. He dominated every room in which he found 
himself. “Father,” one of his children observed, “must be the 
bride at every wedding and the corpse at every funeral.” He 
stormed about the country, flashing huge smiles and wav-
ing gaily to crowds like fellow performer Lillian Russell, the 
most celebrated singer-actress of the era. He erupted “Bully! 
Bully!” when something pleased him. He threatened those he 
disliked with horrible retribution. He courted journalists, in-
viting them to watch him living what he called “the strenuous 
life,” riding recklessly at a gallop (and he was not a very good 
horseman), camping, hunting, hiking, climbing mountains. 
When a motion-picture cameraman asked him to move, he 
picked up an axe and chopped down an unoffending tree.

THE NEW MIDDLE CLASS
Roosevelt could not have known it in 1901, but what came 
naturally to him made him the perfect president for the new 
century. The values and manners of the American middle 
class had changed gradually, but radically during the 1880s 
and 1890s. If William McKinley had not been murdered, his 
stodginess would have worn thin on the new middle class 
before his second term ended. But the large middle class cen-
tered in American cities and towns did not tire of Roosevelt. 
They loved his bumptiousness. When a toy maker named 
a stuffed bear doll after the president—the “teddy bear”—
few parents who could afford to spend a few dollars casu-
ally failed to buy one for their children. For a year or two, it 
was fashionable for well-to-do women to clutch one of the 
dolls when they rode in their carriages or promenaded in the 
park. People called the president “Teddy” (he did not like the 
name) and “TR.” He was the fi rst president to be routinely 
identifi ed by his initials.

Comfort and Respectability
Then as now, the middle class was largely defi ned by in-
come. Middle-class families were not rich; they did not, 
like TR, live luxuriously without earning. “Father” had to 
work, long hours often. But his “take-home” was suffi cient 
to keep his family in a comfortable home. A large home, a 

“Victorian,” because at a time before labor-saving home 
appliances— refrigerators, washing machines, vacuum 
cleaners, and so on—middle-class families had live-in 
servants to spare the lady of the house the most onerous 
housekeeping chores. Maids kept the place clean and tidy, 
did the laundry, and served tea to visitors; a handyman-
gardener-stable hand might also drive the family carriage; 
a cook prepared meals; a nursemaid watched the younger 
children.

The middle class included the owners of small businesses 
and the well-paid managerial and technical employees of 
large ones. Ministers, lawyers, physicians, pharmacists, ac-
countants, engineers, public officials, teachers, professors 
in college towns, newspaper editors belonged to the middle 
class by virtue of their educations even when their incomes 
were less than grand. 

To an extent, “respectability” trumped income. Some 
white-collar employees—people who did not get their hands 
dirty on the job—were middle class by their own lights and 
they were accepted as such if they shared the “bourgeois val-
ues” and good manners of the financially more secure. 

The middle class broadly defined was numerically signifi-
cant, as politicians would learn after 1900. Independent busi-
nessmen and women are difficult to count accurately, but 
they were numerous, more so when prosperous farmers are 
included. In addition, there were more than 1.2 million pro-
fessionals in the United States in 1900; 1.7 million managers; 
1.3 million people involved in sales of one kind or another; 
and at least 5 million white-collar employees. 

Propriety
There was a well-understood middle-class code of conduct. 
Men did not drop in at a saloon to have a beer. Saloons were 
by defi nition unrespectable. The cleanest and most orderly 
of them were the social clubs of workingmen. The saloon 
was intimately associated with corrupt political machines in 
big cities. A middle-class gent might drink a beer at a Fourth 
of July picnic; a middle-class lady out shopping might, by the 
1890s, drink a cocktail (this a new word) in the dining room 
of a refi ned hotel, but otherwise never in public.

Middle-class men and women spoke grammatical English 
in modulated tones. They did not swear or raise their voices 
(except at baseball games). They were genteel. Middle-class 
men did not leave the house or even answer the door “in 
shirtsleeves.” If a man had removed his jacket to relax and 
read the newspaper and there was a knock, he put his coat 
back on before seeing who was there. On the street he wore a 
hat, never a cap, which was a working man’s topper. Middle-
class women primped at great length before they went out, 
even to walk just a block to the greengrocer’s. If a woman was 
canning peaches or busy at some other housekeeping chore 
when visitors arrived, she had them wait in the parlor while 
she washed and powdered her face, arranged her hair, and 
donned an appropriate gown rather than let them see her 
disheveled and short of breath. 

Women and men, at least in mixed company, did not 
discuss certain subjects, notably the bodily functions. Even 
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to mention sweating was taboo although everyone present 
might be soaked with perspiration. Some of the era’s propri-
eties, such as clothing piano legs in frilly skirts because, bare, 
they resembled human legs, draw laughter today. Other de-
cencies of the era are still with us although we have forgotten 
that they were originally delicate euphemisms. At Thanksgiv-
ing dinner, we say “pass the white meat, please” or the “dark 
meat.” Those terms date from the later nineteenth century 
when one did not utter the words “breast,” “leg,” or “thigh” in 
company, even in reference to a roasted turkey. Respectable 
people did not mention the horse manure that was every-
where, fouling the hems of women’s long skirts. They looked 
without comment in another direction if the dogs or ducks 
they had been watching decided to copulate. When children 
asked “what are they doing?” they were awkwardly whisked 
away by a blushing mother or nanny.

Many middle-class women seem not to have discussed sex 
among themselves. Diaries and memoirs of the era record in-
stances of brides who had no inkling of what to expect from 
their husbands when they were married. When the older 
sister of one bride-to-be took her aside to explain what she 

would do on her wedding night, the bride exploded angrily 
at what she thought was an unspeakable joke.

Religion
Majority of middle-class people were probably church-going 
Protestants. The believed in the basics of Christianity, some 
devoutly, but they had no interest in the squabbling over doc-
trine that had destroyed families and friendships and divided 
communities in hostile camps for generations. Religion did 
not drive their lives as it had driven the abolitionists, and 
other evangelical reformers. When many middle-class Amer-
icans of the age of Teddy Roosevelt joined the movement to 
prohibit alcohol in the United States, they did so not because 
drinking was sinful but because it was social destructive and 
linked to political corruption.

Middle-class people were not “fundamentalist,” a word 
coined in 1909. Their preferred churches were what today 
are called the “mainstream” denominations: Episcopalian, 
Presbyterian, Congregationalist, Unitarian. They were dis-
tinguished by the quiet refinement of their ministers who 
emphasized ethics in their sermons. There were middle-class 

The independent businessman and the managerial or professional employee of a large concern (this man could be either) were the 
backbone of the middle class. In financial terms, his secretary (called a “stenographer” or “typewriter”) was not. She was paid less than 
skilled workers. Socially and culturally, however, she could be—definitely so if she lived at home with middle-class parents. She was 
“white collar.” She was skilled; by 1900 she was probably a high school graduate. Her job required her to be respectable, well mannered, 
and well spoken. She considered her status to be much higher than that of factory girls and was likelier to marry a middle-class man 
(whence she would quit her job) than a manual worker.
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Methodist churches but the ministers of them were them-
selves restrained; they did not think to poke aggressively into 
the personal lives of their flocks as their predecessors had.

Calvinism was dead. There was no place in middle-class 
religion for universal depravity, infant damnation, hell’s 
fire sermons, hysterical revivals, or new enthusiasms like 
the speaking in tongues of the Pentecostal and Holiness 
movement. All those things were still going strong, but only 
among the uneducated lower classes, the ignorant denizens 
of Appalachia and “naturally emotional” Negroes. “The right 
kind of religion,” wrote the popular author Edgar Watson 
Howe, tongue-in-cheek but not inaccurately, “put flowers in 
the yard, let sunlight in at the window, and fills the house 
with content and happiness.”

The middle class was keenly sensitive to the fact that Jews 
were different and approved the fact that social clubs, neigh-
borhoods, and hotels were “restricted”—restricted to Chris-
tians. But they were not consumed by anti-Semitism. They 
were leery of Catholicism but mostly on a social basis: In the 
United States almost all Roman Catholics were working class. 
Few objected when the local Catholic bishop was invited to 
sit on the dais at community events.

Morality
The moral code had not changed. The Ten Commandments 
were fully in force in middle-class America. The line between 
right and wrong in personal behavior was as clearly drawn as 
ever. Sexual morality was particularly infl exible, reinforced 
as it was by the importance the middle class placed on pro-
priety and distinguishing themselves from the working class. 
Young people were sternly admonished to preserve their 
virginity until marriage, perhaps more for social than reli-
gious reasons. Adultery was worse than fornication because 
it struck at the family.

In practice, the sexual code was stricter for girls and women 
than for boys and men. Young men were discouraged from 
“sowing their wild oats” with prostitutes or sluttish working 
class girls, but those who did so were excused. Middle-class 
girls who slipped (and were discovered) did not get off so 
easily. A girl who found herself pregnant was bundled away 
on a long visit to “an aunt” in a distant state. Everyone knew 
what that euphemism meant—she was at a “home for way-
ward girls” where she would deliver her baby and put it up 
for adoption—but it was mentioned only in whispers and 
never to the girl’s family. When an adultery was exposed—
usually in a divorce suit—the gent involved might survive 
socially but his best friend’s wife would not. The “double 
standard”—okay for men, forbidden to women—was em-
phatically the middle-class’s standard.

In most matters, however, the people of the new middle 
class were worldly, even urbane. Diversions that had been 
widely considered sinful just a few decades earlier were 
shrugged off as “innocent pleasures”: a game of cards; danc-
ing; singing frivolous songs from Tin Pan Alley (“Ta-Ra-Ra-
Boom-De-Ay,” “Hot Time in the Old Town,” “Take Me Out to 
the Ball Game”); going out to the ball game—even on Sunday; 
attending theaters; spending a day at the  amusement park; 

spending a month at the seashore. Some clergymen fussed 
and fumed when mixed groups of teenagers bicycled off to-
gether unchaperoned, but the hordes of them in the parks in 
the mid-1890s tell us that their respectable parents did not.

AN EDUCATED PEOPLE
The middle class that came into its own with the sudden rise 
of Theodore Roosevelt was well educated. Their political 
pressures during the fi nal decades of the nineteenth century 
not only expanded the American public school system but 
also reshaped the course of study. In increasing numbers, 
the middle class sent its sons and daughters to colleges and 
universities that had been preserves of the rich and young 
men training for the ministry before the Civil War. Book 
readership soared as middle-class women especially had 
time to read. The middle class supported a burgeoning daily 
press (as did the working class, albeit different newspapers). 
Middle-class families subscribed to genteel, well-established 
monthly magazines like Harper’s and the Atlantic Monthly
and provided the market for a slew of new general-interest 
periodicals that published fi ction; professionally researched 
and written articles about exotic places and current events; 
and, by 1900, exposés of the malfeasances of businessmen, 
political corruption, and social problems.

Secondary Schools
Elementary schools—reading, writing, and arithmetic 
schools—were almost (not quite) universal before the Civil 
War. Secondary schools were not. In 1860, there had been 

QWERTY
The keyboard on the first practical typewriter, while simpler, 
was identcal in arrangement to the keyboard on a twenty-
first century laptop. A girl learning touch typing in 1880 took 
much the same course as an aspiring typist today.

The keyboard is called “QWERTY” after the first six letters 
at the upper left. Its inventor, Christopher Sholes, abandoned 
an alphabetical arrangement of keys because his machine 
was mechanical and manual. Typists had to press keys hard 
enough to raise the strikers that stamped the letter on paper. 
Having done their work, the strikers fell back into position 
by gravity—slowly. Sholes discovered that, if the keys were 
arranged alphabetically, the strikers of the most frequently 
used letters (E, O, S, L, etc.) repeatedly jammed. So, he 
separated as far as possible the strikers most likely to jam; 
QWERTY was the result.

On electronic comptuters, there are no strikers. In fact, 
there was no rationale for QWERTY on the IBM Selectric 
(“golf ball”) typewriter, introduced in 1961. Several inventors 
have designed keyboards that made typing speedier. For 
commercial reasons, however, neither IBM nor todays’ 
computer makers dare abandon the QWERTY keyboard on 
which every typist had learned.
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about 300 high schools in the United States; only 100 of them 
were tax supported. There were actually more American col-
leges than high schools until about 1880.

Beginning about 1880, the number of secondary schools 
multiplied rapidly. In 1880 there were about 800 public high 
schools in the United States, by 1900 there were 6,000, by 
1915 12,000. Educational expenditures per pupil increased 
from about $9 a year to $48. This explosion of educational 
opportunities was the middle class’s doing. Middle-class 
families wanted their brighter sons prepared for university 
study and others prepared for vocations in business, govern-
ment, or education.

Fewer middle-class girls were taken out of school once 
they had mastered the “three Rs.” Literacy was enough for 
a farmer’s or workingman’s wife, but not for a town or city 
girl expected to maintain her social standing. When busi-
ness  replaced letters and records written longhand with 
more readable typewritten documents (the typewriter was 
first mass-produced by the Remington Firearms Company 
in 1874), high schools introduced typing classes to prepare 
young people for clean, respectable, white-collar clerical 
work. As early as 1880, 40 percent of employed typists were 
female. By 1910, typing was women’s work; 81 percent of 
typists were female (by 1930, 96 percent were).

“Normal Schools,” teacher training institutions that 
were beyond high schools but not quite colleges, opened 
doors to self-supporting respectability to single women. 
There were 90,000 female teachers in the United States in 
1870. By 1890, 250,000 women were teachers, a figure that 
is all the more remarkable because, while men who mar-
ried could still teach, most schools insisted that women 
who married resign their positions. The turnover was, of 
course, tremendous.

Colleges and Universities
Except at a few polytechnic institutes, college courses con-
formed to the ancient liberal arts curriculum: Latin and 
Greek, classical literature and philosophy, ancient history, 
some mathematics. It did not prepare students for a career 
(except for aspiring ministers, for whom a healthy dose of 
true religion was added to the course load). The justifi cation 
of a liberal arts education was that it was part of what made a 
gentleman. It was an elitist concept with which middle-class 
people, who lacked that other prerequisite to gentleman-
hood, an inherited income, were uncomfortable.

Readily available practical education began with the Mor-
rill Land Grant Act of 1862. Congress gave each state large 
tracts of the public domain which legislatures were required 
to use to finance universities paying particular attention to 
“such branches of learning as are related to agriculture and 
mechanic arts”—engineering. Many western state universi-
ties considered among the nation’s best today originated as 
land grant institutions.

Gilded Age millionaires competed for esteem as patrons 
of learning by constructing college buildings and endow-
ing scholarships and professorial chairs at older institutions. 
Some pumped so much money into struggling colleges, often 

on condition that they diversify their course offerings, that 
they were able to put their names on them: Trinity College 
in North Carolina became Duke after its benefactor, tobacco 
magnate James Buchanan Duke. 

Millionaires founded completely new universities. Drew 
(1866), Johns Hopkins (1876), Vanderbilt (1872), Stanford 
(1885), and Carnegie Institute of Technology (1905) bear the 
names of the moguls who financed them. In Philadelphia, 
Success Gospel preacher Russell B. Conwell established Tem-
ple University in 1884 explicitly to educate poor boys am-
bitious to improve themselves. John D. Rockefeller pumped 
millions into the University of Chicago (1890). George East-
man, who made his fortune manufacturing the Kodak cam-
era—a fixture in middle-class homes—gave to the University 
of Rochester.

Beginning with Virginia’s William and Mary and Wash-
ington College (now Washington & Lee), colleges began to 
offer “elective” courses in addition to or in place of the tradi-
tional curriculum. Students could define their own “majors,” 
whether Latin and Greek or business management. The elec-
tive system got its biggest boost when, beginning in 1869, Har-
vard permitted each student to choose most of the courses he 
took. At Harvard, the nation’s richest and largest university, 
just about every “major” imaginable was  available.

Universities founded postgraduate professional schools, in 
law, medicine, and other fields, including Ph.D. programs in 
traditional disciplines like history (an idea borrowed from 
Germany). Some professional schools grew more rapidly 
than undergraduate colleges. Of the first 200 degrees awarded 
by the territorial University of Oklahoma, founded in 1890, 
86 were from the pharmacy school.

Co-Eds and Seven Sisters
Most state universities, beginning with Iowa in 1858, were 
open to women. The alacrity with which they matriculated at 
western land grant universities was pretty good evidence that 
young women had felt educationally deprived. The fi rst class 
of the newly founded University of Oklahoma was exactly 
half female. 

No doubt the first girls to enroll at established colleges had 
to endure a taunting, but the boys’ fun did not last long. By 
the mid-1880s, women were so numerous on campus that 
the new word coeducational and its breezy abbreviation, coed,
were part of the language. By the 1890s, about one in three 
college students was female.

Some of them attended all-women institutions which them-
selves multiplied in the final decades of the century. In 1861, 
when Vassar opened in Poughkeepsie, New York, there were a 
number of “female seminaries” with collegelike curricula; the 
best established were Georgia Female College (now Wesleyan) 
and Mount Holyoke in Massachusetts, both founded in 1837, 
and Mills in Oakland, California. Just in the northeastern 
states, Wellesley and Smith were founded in 1875 and Radcliffe 
in 1879 (all in Massachusetts). Bryn Mawr (Pennsylvania) set 
up shop in 1885 and Barnard (New York) in 1889.

Mount Holyoke, Vassar, Wellesley, Smith, Radcliffe, Bryn 
Mawr, and Barnard, later dubbed the “Seven Sisters,” were 



elite institutions, founded for the daughters of the wealthy. 
They were valued less for the stiffness of their curricula than 
as “finishing schools” exposing students to “culture”: French, 
of course, music, art, respectable literature and, most of all, 
the social graces expected of the future wife of a Harvard, 
Yale, or Princeton man. Not all of their students were filthy 
rich, however. Middle-class girls too were interested in the 
social contacts that the Seven Sisters schools were intended 
to expedite.

Women were few in professional schools. By the turn of 
the century the Unitarians were ordaining female ministers, 
but other denominations would not hear of such nonsense. 
Almost all university medical schools, on the grounds that 
a doctor’s training involved indelicacies to which women 
should not be exposed, refused to admit women. In 1868, 
Elizabeth Blackwell, the first accredited woman doctor in 
the United States, established a medical school for women 
in New York City. By that date, the Woman’s Medical College 
of Pennsylvania was already in operation and grudgingly 
recognized as providing a first-class medical education. If it 
was difficult for a woman to get a medical education, there 
was little resistance to female doctors among the middle 
class. With prudery at its height, many women (and many 
women’s husbands) did not want male doctors examining 
them.

The legal profession was a tougher nut to crack. In 1873, 
the Supreme Court approved the refusal of the law school at 
the University of Illinois to admit a woman on the grounds 
that “the paramount mission and destiny of women are to 
fulfill the noble and benign offices of wife and mother.” Nev-
ertheless, by the end of the century, several dozen women 
were practicing law, including the Populist firebrand Mary 
“Mother” Lease. 

Minorities and Higher Education
There were, of course, middle-class African Americans, 
Jews, and Catholics who aspired to college educations. 
Blacks were admitted to most institutions in the northern 
and western states but not all. Pennsylvania had de facto 
racial segregation when two private vocational training 
schools for African Americans, the Institute for Colored 
Youth, founded in 1836, and the Ashmun Institute (1854) 
evolved into degree-granting colleges. Ashmun was re-
named Lincoln University in 1866; the Institute for Colored 
Youth became Cheyney State Teacher’s College, in 1913. 
Black applicants were admitted to other state colleges, but 
they were steered toward Lincoln or Cheyney where they 
were, in fact, more comfortable.

In the South, after the Supreme Court gave the go-ahead 
to racial segregation in Plessy v. Ferguson, the state legislatures 

Commencement at Mount Holyoke College in Massachusetts. It was the oldest of the seven exclusive women’s colleges in the Northeast later known 
as the Seven Sisters. The girls’ education was not particularly rigorous but, then, plenty of wealthy sluggards found it no problem to graduate from 
Harvard and Yale with a “gentleman’s C” average. The Seven Sisters were “finishing schools” and spoken of as such. Graduates were drilled in social 
graces ranging from good posture to conversational French and exposed to music, art, and literature. Perhaps most important to their parents, they 
lived in an upper-class cocoon and, with luck, would marry a brother of one of their friends who was better fixed than the daughter was.

Cu
lv

er
 P

ic
tu

re
s

AN EDUCATED PEOPLE 553



554 Chapter 33 Teddy Roosevelt’s Americans 

Workers’ Holiday

Working people could not afford a month or a week in the 
mountains or at the seashore. In the 1890s, however, very 
short term commercial leisure became part of  working-
class life with the construction of amusement parks on 
the outskirts of big and even middling size cities, places 
like Philadelphia’s Willow Grove, Boston’s Paragon Park, 
Atlanta’s Ponce de Leon Park, and Chicago’s Cheltenham 
Beach.

Some had been leafy picnic grounds and swimming 
beaches for decades. Others had their origins in two fi-
nancial problems urban trolley car companies faced. 
Street cars were profitable in built-up areas but, because 
of the high price of midtown real estate, they had to build 
their sprawling storage and repair barns outside the cit-
ies, making for long runs where there were no customers. 
Moreover, their charters required traction companies to 
operate on Sundays when, with few people commuting to 
and from their jobs, ridership was skimpy.

By building or encouraging the construction of “play-
lands” at the end of the lines, trolley companies generated 
business outside the city, especially on Sunday which was 
otherwise a dead loss. For a nickel each, parents could 
take their children (who rode free) on an excursion—the 
ride itself was exciting for housewives and kids—and 
spend the day breathing clean air, swimming in a lake, 
the ocean or a pool, picnicing on a lunch brought from 
home or buying cheap, tasty treats, and splurging on the 
cheap thrills of mechanical “rides” like the Merry-Go-
Round, roller coasters, “Bounding Billows,” and “Human 
Roulette Wheel.”

Saturday afternoons and evenings were equally busy 
with teenagers and young people, some couples on dates, 
some in groups of friends, each open to making half of a 
couple and riding through the “tunnel of love” or walk-
ing through the “barrel of love,” more accurately described 
as a barrel in which to fall down and land on top of a 

 member of the opposite sex. Cocky young bucks showed 
off to the ladies by—for a nickel—shooting metal ducks 
and bears with an air rifle, trying to knock down weighted 
“milk bottles” with a baseball, or hitting the bull’s eye 
three times with darts. Success won a prize costing less 
than a nickel. Lotharios with a pocketful of coins could 
win enough tickets to get a kewpie doll or a teddy bear for 
their companions.

The biggest playland was Coney Island on the ocean in 
Brooklyn, just 9 miles from Manhattan. Actually, Coney Is-
land was by 1904 four amusement parks side by side and 
dozens of independent hustlers renting beach umbrellas; 
purveying beer, hot dogs, ice cream, and souvenirs; or, in 
a tent for the sporting young man without a lady friend, 
suggestive dances by “hootchie-kootchie girls,” imitators of 
Turkish Fatima, who was a nationwide sensation when in-
troduced to Americans at the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893.

The most successful amusement park at Coney Is-
land was Steeplechase Park, opened in 1897 by George 
C. Tilyou, a native-born Coneyite, as he said, with “sand 
in my shoes.” A hustler since he was a teenager, Tilyou 
was a master of hoopla and buncombe. He tried and 
failed to buy the wonder of the Chicago fair, a ferris 
wheel 250 feet in diameter from which were suspended 
thirty-six “cars,” each carrying sixty people. Not losing 
a step, he contracted with the builder to erect at Coney 
Island a wheel half its size which Tilyou advertised as 
“the world’s largest ferris wheel!”

While maintaining a wholesome atmosphere to at-
tract Sunday’s families, Tilyou also provided the inno-
cent sexual horseplay that appealed to young people. 
Everywhere on the boardwalks at Steeplechase were air 
jets that blew women’s long skirts into the air to every-
one’s amusement.

Unlike promoters of middle-class resorts that touted 
“education” and even religion as justifications for idling 

founded colleges for blacks patterned after Alabama’s 
 Tuskegee Institute. Rarely if ever were they funded at any-
thing like the level the states funded whites-only institutions. 
In Mississippi in 1915, when African Americans were 43 per-
cent of the population, only 15 percent of the state’s educa-
tional expenditures went to blacks-only institutions.

Most American Jews before 1880 were of German origin 
and culturally if not socially assimilated. Wealthy and  middle-
class families sent their sons and daughters to established in-
stitutions, both state supported and private colleges. Many 
of the Eastern European Jews of the “new immigration” that 
poured into the United States after1880 prized education so 
highly that even families struggling to put food on the table 

scrimped and sacrificed to educate their sons to a degree un-
known in any other immigrant group.

Middle-class Catholics resisted sending their children to 
secular colleges, whether private or public. The Church’s 
bishops were hostile to the Protestant flavor of even state 
schools and especially to the “modernism” of mainstream 
intellectuals. A few Catholic colleges predated the Civil War, 
notably Georgetown in Washington (founded in 1789), 
Notre Dame in Indiana (1842), Villanova in Pennsylvania 
(1842), and Holy Cross in Massachusetts (1843).

In the late nineteenth century, in a crash campaign to 
insulate future leaders of the Catholic community from 
secularism, religious orders founded an extensive network 
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Coney Island at its peak in the 1810s.

there, Coney Island sold unadorned fun. It was the fun of 
Coney Island and places like it that came to mind when, 
twenty years later, a writer described the final decade of 

the nineteenth century as the “Gay Nineties.” By 1910, it 
was not uncommon for a million people to spend a sunny 
summer Sunday there. 

of Catholic institutions. Most of them offered an excellent 
liberal arts education (it was a Catholic specialty) but, like 
some Protestant denominational schools, they ignored or 
rejected the sciences that were calling some religious beliefs 
into question, like geology and biology. As student demands 
for career education mounted, however, the larger Catholic 
universities added engineering, business, and professional 
schools to keep young Catholics “in-house.”

A Hunger for Words
Newspapers increased in number, size, and circulation dur-
ing the late nineteenth century. Between 1870 and 1900, the 
number of daily newspapers in the United States increased at 

twice the rate as the population—and much of the popula-
tion increase was due to immigrants who did not read Eng-
lish. The expansion of the newspaper business had less to do 
with new technologies than with the increasing appetite of 
the public for news and the discovery by businessmen with 
goods and services to sell that advertising really worked. No-
where was the newspaper boom louder than where consum-
ers were most numerous—in big cities. By 1892, ten news-
papers had daily circulations of 100,000 or more; by 1914, 
thirty did. In 1900, Chicago had ten daily newspapers, New 
York fourteen.

The profits to be made from advertisers also inspired 
an explosion in the number of monthly general-interest 
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of the day. Munsey’s, with the same combination of fiction 
and topical articles plus serials to entice readers into sub-
scribing so as not to miss the next issue, appeared in 1891 
followed by McClure’s in 1893. McClure’s had a subscription 
list of 250,000 in 1895, Munsey’s 500,000. At 10¢ a copy, Mun-
sey’s took in $50,000 in subscription payments each month, 
not quite enough to cover costs, but monthly revenue from 
advertisers was $60,000.

By 1900, the combined circulation of the four largest mag-
azines totaled 2.5 million per month, more than all Ameri-
can magazines combined only twenty years earlier.

LEISURE
Vacation resorts, previously reserves of the wealthy, the only 
people who could afford a month or more in attractive set-
tings, multiplied in the late nineteenth century. Railroad spur 
lines made it possible for middle-class people to swarm to 
once exclusive refuges like Saratoga Springs and Lake George 
in the mountains of upstate New York and to Long Branch 
and Cape May on the New Jersey seashore.

Some holiday destinations were middle class from the start. 
In 1874, a Methodist minister instituted eight-week training 
schools for Sunday school teachers at Lake Chautauqua in 
New York. The original resort never shed its religious empha-
sis, but many of the 200 odd copycat “Chautauquas” attracted 
middle-class campers and hotel guests by downplaying reli-
gion and offering a crowded schedule of evening lectures on 

McClure’s Magazine was among the most popular general readership 
magazines at the turn of the century. Its cover nicely sums up the 
editor’s goals —a broad appeal in its sentimental “non-political” 
design, its leading article one of the most notorious muckraking 
exposes, Ida M. Tarbell’s scathing history of John D. Rockefeller’s 
Standard Oil Company
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 magazines aimed at the middle class. In the wake of the Civil 
War, the two leading monthly magazines were Harper’s and 
the Atlantic Monthly. They were “high brow” and exclusive 
in that they cost 35¢ a copy, not throwaway money for most 
people. Each had a circulation of about 50,000.

In 1883, a Philadelphian named Cyrus H. K. Curtis detected 
a huge market in the women of the middle class. He launched 
the Ladies’ Home Journal which he sold for only 10¢, making up 
the costs of printing and distribution by attracting  advertisers 
of household goods. The Journal explicitly honored the mid-
dle class as a steadying influence between “unrest among the 
lower classes and rottenness among the upper classes.” In 1893, 
Curtis was printing a million copies each month.

Somewhat less conservative than the Journal was Cosmo-
politan, founded in 1886 as a “first class family magazine.” 
With its large circulation, it competed successfully with 
Harper’s and the Atlantic in wooing the most popular writers 

Nellie Bly
The daily newspaper business was highly competitive. The 
paper with the most readers sold the most ads and made 
the most money. In 1889, Elizabeth Cochran, who wrote for 
Joseph Pulitzer’s chain of dailies using the pen name, “Nellie 
Bly,” suggested as a circulation booster what may have been 
the first “manufactured news” story. Jules Verne’s Around
the World in Eighty Days, a story about a British dandy who 
won a bet by circling the globe in eighty days, had been a 
best seller. Nellie thought she could best the record. She 
scoured train and steamship timetables for connections and 
told the editors of Pultizer’s New York World that she could 
make the circuit in seventy-five days. The adventure would 
sell lots of papers for three months.

The editors liked the idea but said they would send a man 
to do it. “Very well,” Nellie replied, “Start the man and I’ll 
start the same day for some other newspaper and beat him.”

She left Jersey City on November 14, 1889. After a trip 
that was sometimes leisurely when she had to wait for 
steamships to depart, she returned to her point of departure 
on January 25, 1890. Her trip took seventy-two days. The 
Pulitzer papers raked in the advertising dollars with their 
artificial “exclusive.”



a dizzying variety of subjects and entertainers ranging from 
German oom-pah bands to troupes of Italian acrobats.

Mineral springs resorts continued to lure middle-class va-
cationers although fewer took the claims of hydropathy as 
seriously as antebellum visitors had. “In the morning every-
one drinks the water,” a foreign visitor to Saratoga noted, “at 
night they make fun of it.” A health resort that guests took 
quite seriously was the “San,” for Sanitorium, in Battle Creek, 
Michigan. It was the creation of Dr. John Kellogg, who de-
nounced Americans’ prodigious consumption of meat and 
served only vegetarian meals three times a day.

Health and Fitness
Dr. Kellog’s brother, William K. Kellogg (and a competi-
tor, C. W. Post) created far more lucrative businesses based 
on the growing conviction of middle-class people that the 
traditional American breakfast—heaps of meats, pancakes, 
and eggs topped off with a slice of pie—while appropriate 
to farmers laboring from dawn to dusk—was the cause of 
the dyspepsia (indigestion) and other ailments that seemed 
to be epidemic among sedentary businessmen and their 
wives. Marketed as “health food,” Post Toasties, Kellogg’s 
Cornfl akes, and other “breakfast cereals” were instantaneous 
successes. Within ten years they transformed the American 

breakfast when offi ce workers discovered they were livelier in 
the morning with their bellies no longer bloated. And their 
wives discovered that breakfast no longer required an hour 
or two to prepare.

The other side of health and fitness was exercise. Even 
before the Civil War, foreign observers commented on the 
unhealthy appearance of American office workers, a “pale, 
pasty-faced, narrow-chested, spindle-shanked, dwarfed 
race.” Abolitionist Thomas Wentworth Higginson wrote in 
the Atlantic Monthly in 1858, “Who in this community really 
takes exercise? Even the mechanic confines himself to one set 
of muscles; the blacksmith acquires strength in his right arm, 
and the dancing teacher in his left leg. But the professional or 
businessman, what muscles has he at all?”

The Young Men’s Christian Association (the YMCA or 
“Y”) established a presence in every major city and many 
smaller ones during the 1870s and 1880s to serve the “spirit, 
mind, and body” of single young men, perhaps attracting 
more members with its gymnasiums and swimming pools 
than its Bible classes. The young Theodore Roosevelt made 
a fetish of physical fitness as an essential ingredient of the 
“manliness” he found lacking among Americans. Puny and 
asthmatic as a child, he built up his body with calisthenics 
and sports and urged Americans to live “the strenuous life” 
that he did. 

Upper- and middle-class people embraced all sorts of Brit-
ish sports: lawn tennis about 1875, archery, golf, and croquet 
in the 1880s. Roller skating won a huge following. Rinks like 
San Francisco’s Olympian Club offered 5,000 pairs of skates 
to rent and a 69,000-square-foot floor. The biggest fitness 
manias of all were basketball and bicycling.

Basketball
In 1891, James Naismith, a YMCA physical education in-
structor in Springfi eld, Massachusetts, invented basketball as 
a rigorous team sport that young men could play during the 
winter between football and baseball seasons. He knocked 
the bottom out of two peach baskets, gave his research as-
sistants a soccer ball, and explained his thirteen rules. Twelve, 
somewhat modifi ed, are in effect today. The score of the fi rst 
game would not be recognizable, however. It was 1–0, the 
single goal scored by one William R. Chase, who held the 
record for several days.

The sport spread like lightning, far faster than one could 
have imagined. By 1900, it was a college and high school sport 
throughout the United States and Canada. In 1904, two Amer-
ican teams demonstrated it at the St. Louis Olympic games.

As soon as college women in New England saw their first 
game, they wanted to play. The men’s game was somewhat 
rough, so Senda Berenson, a gym teacher at Smith College, 
modified the rules to prohibit banging into an opponent and 
snatching the ball, the cause of the bruising. To prevent un-
threatened girls from simply standing still and holding the 
ball, Berenson required players to throw or bounce the ball 
within three seconds. Berenson limited bounces to three, but 
she had invented “dribbling,” which was lacking in the origi-
nal men’s rules.

Harvard undergraduate Theodore Roosevelt striking a super-
masculine pose as a member of the university’s sculling team. 
TR was not a very good athlete and that was not important to 
him. What was important to him and to others was his embrace 
of the “strenuous life” and willingness to “hit the line hard.”

Th
eo

do
re

 R
oo

se
ve

lt 
Co

lle
ct

io
n,

 H
ar

va
rd

 C
ol

le
ge

 L
ib

ra
ry

LEISURE 557



558 Chapter 33 Teddy Roosevelt’s Americans 

Berenson also divided the court into three zones (later 
two). Players were not permitted to leave the zone to which 
they were assigned at the beginning of play. Her purpose was 
to prevent a single superior player from completely dominat-
ing the game which, apparently, was more common among 
women than among men. Women’s basketball adopted men’s 
rules only in the second half of the twentieth century be-
cause, old style, there was too little running.

The Bicycle Craze
“Dandy horses” from France made an appearance in the 
United States during the 1860s. They were crude wooden 
proto-bicycles that exhibitionist owners straddled and pro-
pelled through crowds of pedestrians by running. In 1876, 
the “bone crusher,” which riders mounted, was introduced. 
With a front wheel 5 feet in diameter, they were diffi cult to 

The “bone crusher” was difficult to mount and balance, and 
extremely hard to pedal (and yet, this advertisement boasts of 
a mile covered in less than three minutes). It got its nickname 
from the fact that spills from a perch of 5 feet broke many an 
arm and more than a few legs. The risks of riding high wheelers 
appealed to young men who wanted to display their machismo. 
Women did not ride them because it was quite impossible to 
do so in the long heavy skirts of the day. However, with the 
introduction of the “safety bicycle,” middle class women took 
to cycling with an enthusiasm that shocked moralists. Men 
quickly switched allegiances to the safety bike because, while 
not dangerous, they could be propelled at shocking speeds and a 
leisurely pedal in the park was a good way to meet girls.
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balance and a chore to pedal. There were no sprockets and 
chain; the pedal crank was fi xed to the big wheel so it re-
quired one revolution of about 3 feet to move the bicycle 
16 feet, a very “high gear.” They were also dangerous; spills 
from so high off the ground broke many an arm and leg.

Because riding was so risky (and impossible for women 
wearing floor-length skirts), middle-class young men wish-
ing to exhibit their manliness took to them with a passion, 
spending $100–$150 on their machine. In 1880, the League 
of American Wheelmen was founded with 44 members; by 
1890, 3,500 had signed up and ten or twenty times that 
number were riding bikes. By 1890, twenty-seven Ameri-
can companies with 1,800 employees were churning them 
out. 

By then, “safety bicycles” were displacing the bone crush-
ers. They were essentially identical to bicycles today with two 
wheels of equal size, pneumatic tires, and sprockets and a 
chain to make pedaling them easy. It was no longer an act 
of bravery to ride a bicycle, but the speeds they could reach 
more than compensated the manly. By 1900, the American 
Wheelmen numbered 141,500 members; 300 companies 
were making a million bikes a year.

More important, women could and did ride safety bikes. 
Bloomers enjoyed a brief revival so that they could straddle 
bikes modestly, but more attractive divided skirts (culottes)
were more popular. Temperance crusader Frances Willard 
learned to ride at the age of 53 and proclaimed, “She who 
succeeds in gaining the mastery of the bicycle will gain the 
mastery of life.” The Founding Mother of American femi-
nism, Susan B. Anthony, in her seventies, prudently passed 
on lessons. But she endorsed the bicycle: “It has done more to 
emancipate women than anything else. I stand up and rejoice 
every time I see a woman ride on a wheel. It gives women a 
feeling of freedom and self-reliance.”

In truth, the bicycle was a godsend to women who felt 
repressed. On fair Saturdays and Sundays, the streets and 
parks of cities were crowded with bicycling young women 
in candy-striped blouses with billowing sleeves and sporty 
broad-brimmed hats. Old-fashioned moralists found the 
sight of female cyclists unsettling. They might start out in 
proper all-girl company, they said, but soon enough on se-
cluded lanes, they were striking up conversations with young 
men to whom they had not been introduced. The bicycle was 
a step toward perdition.

The Gibson Girl
No longer was the ideal young woman a shrinking violet given 
to fainting. She was the “Gibson Girl,” named for a popular 
magazine illustrator, Charles Dana Gibson, whose specialty 
was beautiful young women, often in humorous situations 
but never themselves the object of amusement. The Gibson 
Girl was no feminist. She was uninterested in political and 
social questions. She was, fi rst and foremost, an object of 
adoration by love-struck, often laughable young men whom 
she “wrapped around her little fi nger.” She was trim and fi ne-
featured, luxuriant hair piled atop her head. She was slyly 
fl irtatious—sexy, we would say—but never  giggly. She was 



her own woman and athletic. She rode a bike, played croquet, 
golf, and basketball.

Theodore Roosevelt’s elder daughter, Alice, a national 
sweetheart when a popular waltz, “Alice Blue Gown,” was 
named for her, was a Gibson Girl. Young women imitated her 
style as avidly as teenagers today dress to look like pop singers. 
Few could match her wit, however. She sometimes embar-
rassed her father with her outspoken “liberated” opinions and 
continued to be quotable until she died at age 96 in 1980.

Spectator Sports
During the 1880s, spectator sports largely dependent on 
 middle-class dollars became an important part of how Amer-
icans passed their hours of leisure. The three most important 
spectator sports, closely followed in newspapers by those who 
could not afford to attend them, were baseball, football, and 
prizefi ghting. Horse racing declined in popularity— almost 
disappearing—because betting was an  integral part of racing 
and gambling did not accord with middle-class notions of 
propriety.

Baseball and football both had roots in centuries-old Eng-
lish folk games, but the two sports developed in quite differ-
ent ways. In the late nineteenth century, boys everywhere of 
every social class, and more than a few girls, played pickup 
baseball. Towns had teams of young men that competed 
with teams from nearby towns. Games between neighbor-
ing towns were the centerpiece of community Fourth of July 
celebrations. The game was commercialized as a moneymak-
ing spectator sport during the 1870s. Entrepreneurs recruited 
skilled town players into their “clubs” and, in the “major” 
leagues paid them more than a typical workingman’s wages 
to play other clubs on a regular schedule before paying spec-
tators. Professional baseball prospered because the game was 
difficult, demanding rare physical talents. It was well worth it 
to an enthusiast to pay 25¢ or 50¢ to see it played well. More-
over, the people of cities with “major league” teams came to 
invest their civic pride in the “home team.”

American football, by way of contrast, evolved as a 
game of the elite of well-to-do students at prestigious 
Eastern universities. It remained a gentleman amateur’s 
sport—on paper—until well into the twentieth century. 
Curiously, quite unlike professional baseball, a game of 
grace, speed, finesse, and little physical contact played by 
often rambunctious workingclass men, college football 
was bruising and brutal. Baseball was a gentleman’s game 
played by hooligans; football was a hooligan’s game played 
by gentlemen.

Origins of Baseball
Americans had played English bat and ball games with vary-
ing rules since colonial times: old cat, rounders, stool ball, 
town ball, cricket. Cricket appeared to have eclipsed all rival 
games in the 1840s when a bookseller and volunteer fi reman 
in New York, Alexander Cartwright, drew up rules to make 
the rounders and town ball he and his friends played more 
interesting. The baseball we know differs in many ways from 

Cartwright’s, but the game played by his “New York rules” is 
immediately recognizable. It was Cartwright who invented 
baseball’s unique diamond-shaped playing fi eld.

By the time of the Civil War, baseball had displaced cricket 
in the affections of middle and working-class men. Cricket 
survived only in a few exclusive clubs. Indeed, in 1865 the 
wealthy members of the Merion Cricket Club outside 
 Philadelphia distanced themselves from the vulgar masses by 
voting that all of the club’s baseball equipment “be sold off as 
quickly as possible.”

Winning became so important to some baseball clubs that, 
under the table, they began paying “ringers,” highly skilled 
nonmembers to play for them. In 1869, the first openly all-
professional team, the Cincinnati Red Stockings, toured 
the country playing any team that could assemble enough 
paying spectators to make it worth their while. Newspapers 
 publicized the skills of the Red Stockings, which were daz-
zling. They won fifty-eight games, lost none, and had to settle 
for one tie when the sun set on the game. 

And they made a pile of money; 20,000 attended the games 
they played in Brooklyn. Other professional teams were put 
together and, in 1876, clubs in six cities came together as the 
National League (NL) with a regular schedule and the award 
of a pennant to the team that won the most games. In order 
to attract middle-class men and women to games, National 
League teams did not sell beer or permit drinking in the 
grandstands and they did not play on Sunday.

The National Pastime
In 1882, the rival American Association (AA) was founded 
and made a play for working-class spectators by playing 
on Sundays (when workingmen could attend), by selling 
beer, and by pricing tickets at 25¢ rather than the National 
League’s 50¢. The AA did well for a few years but folded in 
1891, the Nationals absorbing the AA’s best teams. Only with 
the founding of the well-fi nanced American League in 1901 
was the NL’s monopoly of major league baseball broken. For 
two years, the two leagues raided each other’s teams for star 
players. The club owners found the bidding war too costly, 
and both leagues agreed to respect each other’s contracts—
and to add a lucrative “World Series” between the two pen-
nant winners at the end of the season.

Between 1900 and World War I, baseball became the 
“National Pastime.” It deserved the title. Presidents William 
Howard Taft and Woodrow Wilson were avid fans; they in-
augurated each season by throwing the game ball on the field 
to begin the Washington Senators’ first home game. In 1912, 
when the Supreme Court was unable to postpone a case dock-
eted for the week of the World Series, the Justices took turns 
slipping out of the courtroom to collect inning-by- inning 
summaries of play that had been phoned in, then passing the 
bulletins along the bench where every justice studied them. 
Beginning in 1909 with the opening of the Philadelphia Ath-
letics’ new Shibe Park, the major league teams were making 
enough money to replace makeshift fields, board fences, and 
rickety grandstands with purpose-built stadiums of steel, 
concrete, and brick.
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Middle-class spectators paid the freight. Workingmen 
were fans, but they could attend games only on half-day Sat-
urdays (games began at 3:00) and, in those cities that permit-
ted them, on Sunday. Photographs of baseball crowds show 
the men wearing suits, neckties, and straw boaters, not the 
rough clothing of manual workers. And, in smaller num-
bers, nicely dressed women, for baseball courted them with 
promotions like “ladies’ day” when women escorted by men 
were admitted free. The words of a hit song of 1908, “Take 
Me Out to the Ball Game,” if heard mostly in bass, baritone, 
and tenor voices today, were written to be sung by a young 
woman to her beau.

Football! Football! Rah! Rah! Rah!
American football emerged as a distinctive sport about the 
same time as its British cousins, soccer and rugby. It began 
with pickup games of rugby among friends on the campuses 
of elite northeastern universities, proposed, no doubt, by 
students who had vacationed in England. When Princeton 
met Rutgers in 1869, the match traditionally recognized as 
the fi rst intercollegiate football game, the two teams actually 
played a kind of rugby.

The rules varied from college to college; they had to be ne-
gotiated and agreed upon before each intercollegiate game 
until 1880 when Walter Camp, a 21-year-old Yale player and 
football fanatic, assembled representatives of several other 
schools and adopted rules for the American game: eleven 
players to the side, a neutral line of scrimmage separating 
the team in possession of the ball from its opponent before 
each play (instead of rugby’s scrum in which both battled for 
possession); and no limit on the number of a team’s plays as 
long as it maintained possession. When this rule resulted in 
conservative play to retain possession at all cost—progress 
of “six inches and a cloud of dust”—Camp revised it so that 
a team had three downs in which to gain 5 yards for a “first 
down.”

At first, few professors and university presidents took an 
interest in football except Harvard president Charles Eliot 
who hated the game and campaigned endlessly to forbid it 
at Harvard. Eliot failed because students and alumni loved 
their football, identifying the honor of dear old Harvard just 
as Philadelphians identified their city with the Athletics and 
Phillies—particularly when Harvard trounced most of its 
opponents. Between 1883 and 1892, Harvard won ninety-
two games and lost only fourteen. Princeton was even bet-
ter, ninety-five–eight with two ties; and the powerhouse was 
Walter Camp’s Yale (he became the coach after graduating). 
In those ten seasons Yale won 112 games (100 of them were 
shutouts), lost 3, and tied 2. In 1888, Yale scored 698 points 
to zero for the opposition.

Many professors became rabid fans, none more so than 
Woodrow Wilson of Princeton and, later, of the White 
House. Football won the attention of others because, then 
as now, the most absent-minded professor gave his undi-
vided attention when the word “money” was uttered. In-
tercollegiate football proved, in a short time, to be a big 
moneymaker. In 1879, the Yale and Princeton teams each 

took home a mere $239 each from their Thanksgiving Day 
game. Two years later the take was $5,500, in 1893 $15,000, 
and it was all up from there.

Big Money in Academia
Football was a gold mine for Yale. The team netted $106,000 
in 1903–1904, enough to pay the salaries of thirty full pro-
fessors. Little of the money was applied to such purposes, 
however. Walter Camp controlled the athletic program 
with an iron fist. In 1905, a journalist claimed that he had 
built up a secret “slush fund” of $100,000 from ticket sales 
and $8 “athletic fees” collected from each student. Camp 
did not respond to the charge and Yale’s president refused 
to investigate. However Camp spent the money, he did not 
pay either himself—he coached for free—or his players. 
He was religiously dedicated to the principle of amateur-
ism. That the slush fund was considerable was confirmed 
in 1914 when Camp purchased the land on which Yale 
built the first gigantic football stadium, the 78,000-seat 
Yale Bowl.

As intercollegiate football spread throughout the na-
tion, the irregularities that Camp shunned were common. 
“ Transient athletes”—mostly big bruisers—sold their ser-
vices on a week-to-week basis to the university that of-
fered the best pay. University of Oregon footballers saw 
the same player on three different teams on successive 
Saturdays. Seven of the eleven starters on the University 
of Michigan’s 1894 championship team were not students 
but paid mercenaries.

University presidents, who otherwise were pillars of in-
tegrity, promoted football in order to establish national 
 reputations for their schools that would attract tuition- paying 
students. Tiny Notre Dame in Indiana and regional Stanford 
became national universities by developing excellent football 
teams. The first president of the new University of Chicago, 
William Rainey Harper, was entrusted with Rockefeller mil-
lions to build a first-rate undergraduate college and a major 
research university. He added a third goal to his program. 
He hired a Walter Camp protegé, Amos Alonzo Stagg, as 
football coach, made him a tenured full professor, and told 
him “I want to develop teams that we can send around the 
 country and knock out all the colleges. We will give [the play-
ers] a palace car and a vacation.” So important was football 

What’s a Few Corpses Among Gentlemen?
The uproar over deaths in football games was not universal. 
The president of the University of Chicago stated that “if the 
world can afford to sacrifice lives for commercial gain, it can 
more easily afford to make similar sacrifices on the altar of 
vigorous and unsullied manhood.” Charles Francis Adams 
Jr. said that football deaths were acceptable because the 
anything for a touchdown mentality was one of “those 
characteristics that have made the Anglo-Saxon race pre-
eminent in history.”



to Harper that when, in 1905, he was dying of cancer, unable 
to rise from his bed, he devoted his final weeks and days to 
fussing about ticket sales, seating arrangements, concessions, 
and ushers for “the big game” with Michigan.

Problems and Protest
Football was brutal and dangerous. Players did not wear hel-
mets; padding was scanty. Coaches instructed teams to con-
centrate on injuring the opposition’s star player so that he 
had to be taken out of the game early. In pileups, the players 
gouged and slugged one another. A New York Times reporter 
wrote of the Yale-Princeton game in 1886, “a person standing 
two-thirds of the length of the ground away from the players 
could hear the spat, spat of fi sts on faces.”

In 1892, Harvard unveiled the “flying wedge.” When a 
player had possession of the ball on an open field, his team-
mates deployed at a run in a “V” around him and charged 
the scattered opposition. The New York Times reported: 

The Dartmouth College football team of 1901. It would be difficult to assemble sixteen young men who (with the exception of the African American 
player) look more gentlemanly, confident in their family wealth and social station, as comfortable in evening dress at Newport as in football uniforms. 
But the game they played was savage. They barged full tilt in groups into opponents unconcerned that their brutality might put them into the hospital.  
In pileups they punched and gouged opposing players.
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“What a grand play!, a half ton of bone and muscle coming 
into collision with a man weighing 160 or 170 pounds.” So 
many of them had to be carried off the field with serious 
injuries that the wedge was promptly outlawed. But “mass 
play” in other shapes continued, phalanxes of players stam-
peding over opponents, pushing, pulling, and even heav-
ing the ball carrier. By the early 1900s, three or four college 
players were killed each season, more in high school play, 
and many others suffered injuries from which they would 
never recover.

The country was bristling with reformers on the look-
out for wrongs to right. There were so many demands 
to  prohibit football or change the rules of the game that 
 President  Roosevelt, whom the progressive reformers re-
garded as their leader, had no choice but to take action—or, 
at least, as he often did with great skill, to appear to take 
action. In 1905, he summoned representatives from several 
northeastern colleges to Washington. Walter Camp was, of 
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course, one of them, and he was determined not to change 
the game he had done so much to design. Roosevelt him-
self was of two minds. On the one hand, he was devoted 
to rough and tough manliness (“Hit the line hard,” he told 
college students.); on the other, his son was playing for 
Harvard and Mrs. Roosevelt was worried. In the end, Roos-
evelt’s committee made a few cosmetic changes. Deaths in 
intercollegiate games actually increased from three in 1905 
to ten in 1909.

A number of colleges, including first-rank Columbia 
and Stanford, did drop football in favor of rugby and sev-
eral hundred high schools followed suit. They reinstated the 
sport only after the introduction of the forward pass—which 
Walter Camp opposed—ended mass play. 

“The Fights”
There was nothing resembling respectability in prizefi ght-
ing. Boxing had a well-deserved reputation for corruption, 
rigged bouts, and sleaziness in general and was illegal in 
most states. It was a carnival entertainment, tough, trained 
fi ghters offering cash prizes to locals who could knock them 
down or even just stay in the ring for fi fteen minutes. (Few 
collected.) Formal, scheduled, usually illegal bouts between 
professionals were fought under the London Prize Ring 
Rules of 1743. They were bare-knuckled and ended only 
when one fi ghter was knocked down and could not get up. 
Rounds ended if one boxer, in need of a rest but not ready 
to quit, touched his knee to the canvas. Most paying cus-
tomers at major bouts were “sporting men,” poorly reputed 
bachelors who openly drank, gambled, and consorted with 
dubious women. Admission to illegal fi ghts was necessarily 
expensive. Just to stand at the rear of a crowd 50 feet from 
the ring cost $10.

During the 1880s, prizefighting entered the mainstream. 
The Marquess of Queensbury Rules of 1873 eliminated much 
of the brutality of bouts. The rules forbade “attempts to in-
flict injury by gouging or tearing the flesh with the fingers or 
nails and biting”; required boxers to wear padded gloves; and 
specified a fixed number of short, timed rounds. Under the 
Queensbury rules, “pugilism” became a “manly art” accept-
able to gentlemen. Theodore Roosevelt boxed at Harvard in 
the1870s.

Professional boxing got its first nationally celebrated 
hero in John L. Sullivan, the “Boston Strong Boy,” who 
fought both bare-knuckle and Queensbury. Sullivan won 
the American Heavyweight Championship in 1882 and 
the world title in England several years later. He fought a 
lot of bouts, approximately 140 between 1877 and 1892 
plus about 80 with impromptu challengers when he barn-
stormed in 1883 and 1894. He did not lose until “Gentle-
man Jim” Corbett took the championship from him in 1892 
although a good many of his fights were stopped by police 
before he won them.

The Police Gazette, a periodical specializing in stories 
about showgirls, grisly murders, disasters, and sex scandals, 
added Sullivan and boxing in general to its repertory. Inter-
est in prizefighting was so keen that the struggling weekly 

increased its modest circulation to 150,000. When distin-
guished men like Roscoe Conkling, William K. Vanderbilt, 
and the Rev. Henry Ward Beecher began to attend bouts in 
New York City, mainstream daily newspapers added coverage 
of boxing to “sports pages” where baseball and football were 
already being chronicled.

The nation’s sporting man population could not have 
accounted for the 3,000 who attended Sullivan’s fight with 
Jake Kilrain in 1889. The location of the fight was secret. 
Those who wished to attend were instructed to assemble in 
a railroad station in New Orleans on July 7. The governor of 
Louisiana had vowed to stop the fight so dozens of police-
men mixed with the crowd that boarded a chartered train. It 
crossed the state line into Mississippi where the New  Orleans 
cops had no authority. The bout was held on a remote tract 
of land near Hattiesburg where a ring had been built un-
known to Mississippi police (or with their connivance). It 
was a spendy day’s entertainment. The only spectators were 
well-heeled men including lawyers, doctors, and business-
men who were model citizens back home.

Race and Sport
Sullivan refused to fi ght African Americans as did the three 
champions who succeeded him. Finally, in 1908, after Jack 
Johnson of Galveston, Texas, had defeated every other heavy-
weight, an Australian promoter offered champion Tommy 
Burns too much money to be resisted, Burns fought him 
and was soundly defeated. Johnson aggravated the intense 
racial hostility to him by heaping insults on every “great 
white hope” that challenged him. Foolishly indiscreet, he 
fl aunted his two white wives and numerous mistresses at a 
time when southern blacks were being strung up for ogling 
white women. Congress passed a law prohibiting the inter-
state shipment of a fi lm of Johnson’s victory over former 
champion Jim Jeffries in 1910. The San Francisco Exam-
iner headlined its report of the bout, “Jeffries Mastered by 
 Grinning Jeering Negro.”

In 1912, Johnson was defeated not in the ring, but by an 
indictment under the newly enacted Mann Act for trans-
porting a woman across a state line “for immoral purposes.” 
He had taken his common-law wife from Chicago to his va-
cation home in Wisconsin. Sensibly, for he was facing a long 
prison term, Johnson fled to Europe. In 1915, he fought 
white American boxer Jess Willard in Havana and lost. 
 African Americans believed that Johnson threw the match 
as part of a deal with the Justice Department by which he 
could return to the United States and receive a light sen-
tence. But Johnson was probably beaten fair and square. 
It was another five years before he returned to the United 
States when he was arrested and imprisoned although for a 
short term.

Professional baseball was also whites only. The pressure 
to exclude blacks came not from the owners but from the 
players and the fans. In 1887, six of the ten clubs of the 
most important minor league voted not to employ African 
Americans. The major leagues never adopted a racial rule 
but excluded blacks as effectively as if they had. Southern 



universities were closed to blacks, of course, so their foot-
ball teams were lily white. There were African Americans on 
some university teams in the North and West, but very few. 
Blacks who went to college were not apt to be thinking foot-
ball. Ironically, African American Marshall Taylor won the 
world championship in cycling, a decidedly white middle-
class sport, in 1899 and 1900. Black jockeys were common 
in horse racing, even in the South. Isaac Murphy won the 
prestigious Kentucky Derby three times. African Americans 
might have dominated horse racing had the sport not nearly 
died after 1900.

Sports and Morality
Breeding and racing thoroughbreds were the hobbies of 
the rich that attracted a mass following. Attendance de-
clined somewhat in the late nineteenth century because of 
a well-publicized rash of doping scandals and fixed races. 
Nevertheless, 314 commercial racetracks were operating 
in 1897.

After 1900, however, state after state prohibited the sport, 
not so much because of the scandals but because of a growing 
opposition to all kinds of gambling. By 1908, only twenty-
five racetracks were still in business. Within a few more years, 
thoroughbred racing was legal only in  Kentucky, Virginia, 
and Maryland. Legislatures killed the few surviving state lot-
teries and, in 1909, the last state to permit casino gambling, 
Nevada, abolished it. (Casinos were revived in Nevada in 
1938.) New Mexico and Arizona Territories did away with 
casinos as a condition of achieving statehood. 

Psychologist William James observed that reformers were 
trying to transform the United States into a “middle class par-
adise,” the entire nation a replica of their orderly, moral towns 
and neighborhoods. His characterization of the Progressive 
Movement that emerged after 1900 was incomplete but, as far 
as it went, it was on the mark. Gambling was just one of the 
affronts to middle-class decency targeted by the Progressives 
after 1900 and their leader, many of them believed, was the 
young man in the White House, Theodore Roosevelt.
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I
n 1787, Thomas Jefferson wrote that “A little rebellion, 
now and then, is a good thing, as necessary in the po-
litical world as storms in the physical” and again, “the 
tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time 
with the blood of patriots and tyrants.”

Such words were unbecoming of a man who was never 
around when rebels were rioting, breaking windows, burn-
ing houses, shedding blood, and being killed, not to say of a 
man who made himself scarce when there was a possibility 
that someone who disagreed with him might raise his voice.

Fortunately, not enough Americans, at any one time, when 
they were unhappy about how the nation was being run, 
have taken Jefferson’s postures seriously enough to ravage 
the country and massacre one another wholesale—with the 
exception of the Civil War, the War of the Rebellion.

THE PROGRESSIVES
For all the injustices Americans have perpetrated and the cor-
ruption they have tolerated, the Constitution has succeeded 
in its stated purpose of insuring “domestic Tranquillity.” Dur-
ing the two bloodiest centuries in world history, Americans 

have as a whole been a cautious people in a pinch, American 
society exceptionally stable. Americans were never attracted 
to master schemes for remaking the world from scratch—at 
least not in numbers large enough to have a go at it. When 
injustices became so glaring and social evils so extreme as to 
be intolerable to large numbers, Americans have organized 
to right them politically, and they have been satisfi ed with 
piecemeal, perhaps superfi cial fi xes of problems. 

This was true of the evangelical reformers’ war on sin dur-
ing the Age of Jackson, and of the era of the New Deal, the 
1930s. It was also the case in a wave of reform that swept over 
the United States about 1900 and continued for twenty years, 
the Progressive Era.

The progressive movement was, in fact, many movements. 
Some progressives were single-issue activists, little interested 
in other reforms. Very few progressives favored every reform 
that was styled progressive. People who were progressives on 
some issues opposed reforms proposed by others as avidly as 
any conservative.

In the Middle
There were upper-class progressives—Theodore Roosevelt 
and the “blue-stocking” high-society women prominent 

Chapter 34

A Wave of Reform
The Progressives 1890–1916

’Tis not too late to build our young land right,
Cleaner than Holland, courtlier than Japan,
Devout like early Rome with hearths like hers,
Hearths that will recreate the breed called man.

—Vachel Lindsay

A man that’d expect to thrain lobsters to fly in
a year is called a loonytic; but a man that thinks 
men can be tu-rrned into angels be an illiction 
is called a rayformer an’ remains at large.

—Finley Peter Dunne

565



566 Chapter 34 A Wave of Reform

in many movements. There were Catholic working-class 
progressives—Alfred E. Smith of New York who still spoke 
with the accent of the Lower East Side when he was gov-
ernor of the state; and Jews—Lillian Wald, a pioneer of 
the settlement house movement and Louis D. Brandeis, 

a Louisville lawyer who battled monopolistic corporations. 
Samuel Gompers aligned the American Federation of Labor 
with the progressives on many issues.

But the progressive movement was overwhelmingly a 
middle-class movement with middle-class values. It drew 
its strength from Protestant and prosperous independent 
business people, managers, professionals, educators, and 
the white-collar employees who identified with them. The 
progressives were keenly aware that they were “in between.” 
It was the essence of the movement that they felt that they 
(and what was good about America) were threatened from 
both above and below: by the immense wealth and power 
of the plutocracy industrialization had created and, from 
below, by the exploding numbers of impoverished immi-
grants from southern and eastern Europe who, in their 
eyes, clung to cultures utterly at odds with American val-
ues and who, at best, were indifferent to everything about 
the United States except that the pay was better than it had 
been at home. Edward Bok, longtime editor of the Ladies 
Home Journal, bemoaned lower-class “unrest” and upper-
class “rottenness” to his middle-class subscribers. A pro-
gressive physician James Weir denounced the rich as “ef-
feminate, weak” and warned of the “savage inclinations” of 
the working class.

Many progressive reforms were aimed at bridling and 
regulating great concentrations of wealth and power, others 
with Americanizing and uplifting the morals of the “huddled 
masses” and “wretched refuse” of Europe. Formidable as they 
believed the challenges they faced to be, progressives were 
optimists. They were confident they would prevail. “Our 
shamelessness is superficial,” wrote a leading progressive 
journalist, Lincoln Steffens, “beneath it lies a pride which, 
being real, may save us yet.” 

Progressives could be as insufferably self-righteous as the 
antebellum evangelicals. Robert M. LaFollette of Wisconsin, 
a successful reform governor and influential senator, was 
as humorless as an abolitionist. To “Fighting Bob,” life 
was one long fight for what was right. California’s Hiram 

1897 1899 1901 1903 1905 1907 1909 1911

Progressives 1897–1911

1900 La Follette governor of Wisconsin; Carry Nation “hatchetation”

1903 “Shame of Cities” published

NAACP founded; Hiram Johnson governor of California  1910

1898 Initiative, referendum, recall: South Dakota

1897 “Golden Rule” reform mayor, Toledo

1905 IWW founded

1906 Jungle published

City manager government, Staunto, VA  1908

Promise of American Life published 1909

A newspaper cartoon illustrating progressive fears of what the 
wealth and power of big business was doing to their country. 
One of the first of Theodore Roosevelt’s actions that made him 
into a progressive hero was his successful attempt to break up a 
railroad monopoly in the Northwest. “Monopoly” was no longer 
welcome at the White House, or so most progressives believed. In 
fact, if Roosevelt did not pose for photographs with the nation’s 
plutocrats, he never intended to lead an anti-big-business 
crusade, and thinking financial giants like banker J. P. Morgan 
understood that TR was no enemy.
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Johnson irked his most devoted aides with his clenched-
teeth sanctimony. Thomas B. Reed, a decidedly nonpro-
gressive Speaker of the House, told Theodore Roosevelt: 
“If there is one thing for which I admire you more than 
anything else, it is your original discovery of the Ten Com-
mandments.” When, in 1912, a Democratic party delega-
tion arrived at the home of New Jersey Governor Woodrow 
Wilson to inform him officially that he had been nomi-
nated to run for president, Wilson greeted them by saying, 
“Before we proceed, I wish it clearly understood that I owe 
you nothing; God ordained that I should be the next presi-
dent of the United States.”

A Coat of Many Colors
Almost all progressives believed that government was essen-
tial to reform. The great corporations were so wealthy and 
powerful—United States Steel was incorporated in 1901 with 
a capitalization of a billion dollars—that only a Congress and 
president responsive to the people could bring them to heel. 
Democracy and more democracy—there could not be such 
a thing as an excess of democracy in government—were cen-
tral to progressive thought. As for the social and moral evils 
defi ling the nation, private efforts such as settlement houses, 
church programs in slums, and persuasion were all very well 
and admirable, but most progressives believed that only gov-
ernment action could alleviate the miseries of poverty and 
the evils of child labor, prostitution, alcoholism, and other 
all too conspicuous immoralities.

On some specific issues of the day, progressives differed 
radically from one another. Most progressives believed that 
labor unions had the right to fight for the betterment of 
their members; others opposed unions on the same grounds 
they opposed powerful corporations. Both were organized 
special-interest groups at odds with the good of the whole. 
On one occasion, leaders of the National American Woman 
Suffrage Association said that women should volunteer as 
strikebreakers if by so doing they could win jobs from which 
men (and unions) excluded them.

Progressives even disagreed about the advisability of 
laws regulating child labor. By 1907, thanks to progres-
sive agitation, about two-thirds of the states forbade the 
employment of children under 14 years of age. However, 
when progressives in Congress enacted a federal child labor 
law in 1916, the progressive President Woodrow Wilson 
expressed grave doubts about it before, unhappily, for politi-
cal reasons, he signed the bill. Wilson worried that to forbid 
children to work infringed on their rights. This was essen-
tially the same reasoning stated by the conservative Supreme 
Court in Hammer v. Dagenhart (1918), which struck down 
the law.

Some progressives were ultranationalists. Others sub-
scribed to a humanism that embraced all people of all 
countries. Some were jingo imperialists. Senator Albert 
J. Beveridge of Indiana saw no conflict in calling for 
an expansion of democracy at home while the United 
States ruled colonies without regard to the wishes of 
their inhabitants.

Race
Very few progressives took an interest in what, today, we see 
as the most glaring injustice of the era, the institutional-
ized repression of African Americans in the southern states 
and the informal but often violent exclusion of blacks from 
mainstream society everywhere in the country. 

There were exceptions. A celebrated journalist, Ray Stan-
nard Baker, wrote a scathing denunciation of racial segrega-
tion and its consequences in Following the Color Line (1906), 
which had a large readership. In 1910, active white progres-
sives including social workers Jane Addams and Lillian Wald, 
journalists Baker and Lincoln Steffens, and a well-known 
professor, John Dewey, joined with the African American 
Niagara Movement, a civil rights lobby led by W.E.B. DuBois, 
to form the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP). Except for his color, Du Bois was 
himself the progressive par excellence. Refined, middle-class, 
university-educated, he believed that a “talented tenth” of the 
African American population—a politically active educated 
elite—was the key to establishing racial equality in the United 
States. However, even he acquiesced in appointing whites to 
most of the NAACP’s top offices so as better to reach the 
white middle class with the organization’s message. 

To little avail. Middle-class progressives were disgusted 
by lynching and northerners found Jim Crow segregation 
at best distasteful, but few could conceive of blacks as their 
social equals. Indeed, the whites who did the most to fur-
ther the creation of DuBois’s talented tenth were plutocrats 
like John D. Rockefeller who contributed millions to Afri-
can American colleges. The only dependable supporters of 
antilynching bills in Congress were conservative northern 
Republicans.

Antilynching bills failed because of coalitions of north-
ern Democrats (some of them progressives) and populistic 

Brownsville
The progressives’ indifference to racial injustices was 
illustrated by President Roosevelt’s action, and progressive 
acquiescence in it, after a shoot-up and murder of a white 
bartender in Brownsville, Texas, after midnight in August 1906. 
Exactly what happened was and is unknown. Witnesses’ 
accounts were muddled and contradictory. Apparently, 
about a dozen soldiers of the First Battalion of the African 
American Twenty-Fifth Infantry Regiment stationed in the 
town left their post, fired their guns, and killed a bartender. 
The culprits could not be identified. Roosevelt dishonorably 
discharged all 167 soldiers in the battalion, including six 
Congressional Medal of Honor winners, despite the fact that 
all but a handful were innocent of any offense. There was not 
much more than a murmur of protest from whites. The only 
prominent politician to take up the cause of the soldiers was 
no progressive but a rock-ribbed Republican conservative, 
Senator Joseph B. Foraker of Ohio.
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southern demagogues who, otherwise, supported progres-
sive reforms: Pitchfork Ben Tillman, Governor James K. 
 Vardaman of Mississippi, and Governor Jeff Davis of Arkansas. 
Southern-born Woodrow Wilson lived most of his adult life in 
the North, and he was no populist. A gentleman and an academic, 
he was disgusted by “nigger-baiting.” However, as president of 
Princeton University, he facilitated the introduction of some Jim 
Crowism in the town and, as president after 1913, he tolerated, 
perhaps encouraged, open discrimination against blacks in the 
Post Office and Treasury Departments.

Forebears
The great wave of reform did not spontaneously combust. 
Progressivism had a long, mixed genealogy. In their exalta-
tion of democracy and more democracy, the progressives 
were Jeffersonian. In The Promise of American Life, pub-
lished in 1909, Herbert Croly felt constrained to recon-

cile  progressive statism with the Jeffersonian dogma “the 
less government the better” by writing that progressivism 
would achieve its “Jeffersonian ends”—the good of the 
people—by “Hamiltonian means”—the power of the state. 
Croly’s most important disciple, then ex-president Theo-
dore Roosevelt, said in 1910: “the betterment which we seek 
must be accomplished, I believe, mainly through the na-
tional government.”

In their crusades against corruption in government, the 
progressives hearkened to the liberal Republicans of the 
1870s and the Mugwumps of the 1880s. In their advocacy 
of expertise and efficiency in government (itself not inher-
ently democratic), progressives drew from the preachments 
of the nonpolitical engineer Frederick W. Taylor, the father of 
“scientific management.” Taylor’s interest lay in the “private 
sector” (a term not then in use). He sought to reduce waste 
and increase productivity in industry by minutely analyzing 

No photographers were invited when President Roosevelt lunched with Booker T. Washington at the White House. That there should 
have been outrage in the South when an African American leader who openly accepted social segregation is astonishing without an 
appreciation of how central to southern life the absolute separation of the races had become. The president was vilified. It was to 
please black Republican voters that TR invited Washington—the luncheon was almost giddily celebrated as in this composite photo 
commissioned by a northern newspaper. By many such symbolic gestures, the Republican President ensured virtually unanimous 
support from African American newspaper. An African American newspaper commissioned this composite of photographs and art 
work to run on its front page.
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procedures so as to identify points at which they could be 
improved. His most famous example could not have been 
of a more ordinary movement, that of a laborer shoveling 
coal or sand from one place to another. With what size shovel 
was a man able to move the most material in the least time 
with the least fatigue? When was a large shovel so heavy that 
tired the man wielding it so that he moved less than a man 
working more quickly with a small implement? What was 
the maximally productive size and shape of the shovel? What 
was the worker’s most productive posture? Scientific man-
agement called for careful selection of workers for jobs and 
training them in a standardized procedure for performing it. 
The progressives believed that society could be engineered as 
readily by hiring expert specialists to fill the complex tasks of 
modern government. 

In their determination to put an end to the often  chaotic 
and wasteful economic competition of capitalism, some 
progressives owed a debt to forebears they would never ac-
knowledge, business consolidators like John D. Rockefeller 
(a virtually satanic figure for progressives). Other progres-
sives regarded consolidation of industries—the “trusts,” 
monopolies—as the heart of the nation’s problems. This 
major faultline in the movement would split the progres-
sive vote in the 1912 presidential election between Theodore 
Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson.

Some progressives had been populistic during the 1890s 
although they never left the Democratic party: southern-
ers like Tillman and midwesterners like William Jennings 
Bryan. Most northern and western progressives were Re-
publicans, and had been militantly anti-Populist. After 
1900, however, they adopted a good many planks from 
the Populists’ Omaha Platform: a graduated income tax 
to hit the wealthy harder than the middle class; the direct 
election of senators; returning government to the people 
through the initiative, referendum, and recall. William 
Allen White, a Kansas editor, became a national figure in 
1896 with his editorial, “What’s the Matter with Kansas?” 
in which he denounced Populist farmers as “greasy fizzles.” 
A leading progressive after 1900, he had the good grace to 
admit that the progressives “caught the Populists in swim-
ming and stole all of their clothing except the frayed un-
derdrawers of free silver.”

Some progressives wanted to nationalize the railroads and 
banks. Others joined the Socialist Party of America, itself a 
“progressive” party in its “immediate demands,” calling for 
the public ownership of utilities: water, gas, and electric com-
panies; elevated commuter railroads and trolley car lines.

GOOD GOVERNMENT
Progressivism originated in the cities. During the 1890s, a 
number of reform mayors were elected, won national reputa-
tions, and inspired imitators. They started out like the Goo-
Goos of the 1870s and 1880s but went beyond honesty in 
government and, in smaller cities, were not so easily ousted 
as the Goo-Goos had been.

Progressive Mayors
The fi rst of the new breed of mayors was Hazen S. Pingree, 
a shoe manufacturer who was elected mayor of Detroit in 
1890. It took Pingree seven years to destroy the corrupt  alliance 
between the city’s public utilities and Detroit city councilmen. 
In nearby Toledo, Ohio, another small businessman, Samuel 
M. Jones, ran for mayor in 1897. Politicians mocked him as 
an eccentric because he plastered the walls of his factory with 
the Golden Rule and other homilies. But his employees, with 
whom Jones shared profi ts, were devoted to him, and workers 
elsewhere envied them. He was elected. “Golden Rule” Jones 
was an effi cient, no-nonsense administrator and rid Toledo’s 
city hall of graft.

Cleveland Mayor Thomas L. Johnson, elected in 1901, 
cleaned up a dirty municipal government, actively supported 
woman suffrage, reformed the juvenile courts, took over the 
city’s public utilities, and promoted participation in govern-
ment by presiding over open town meetings at which citizens 
could air their grievances.

Lincoln Steffens of McClure’s magazine called Cleveland 
“the best-governed city in the United States.” Steffens was the 
expert. In 1903, he wrote a sensational, well-researched se-
ries of articles for McClure’s called “The Shame of the Cities.” 
He named the names of grafters—it meant a libel suit if his 
accusations were reckless—exposed corrupt connections be-
tween elected officials and businessmen, and demonstrated 

Ida M. Tarbell, one of the most conscientious researchers and 
best writers among the muckrakers. Her most famous work 
was a highly critical study of John D. Rockefeller and the 
Standard Oil Trust.
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how ordinary people suffered from corrupt government in 
the quality of their daily lives.

Steffens’s exposés accelerated the movement for municipal 
reform. Joseph W. Folk of St. Louis, whose tips put Steffens 
on his city’s story, was able to indict more than thirty politi-
cians and prominent Missouri businessmen for bribery and 
perjury as a result of the outcry that greeted “The Shame.” 
Hundreds of reform mayors elected after 1904 owed their 
success to the solemn, bearded journalist.

The Muckrakers
The medium through which the gospels of progressivism 
were spread was the mass-circulation magazines. Periodicals 
like McClure’s, the Arena, Collier’s, Cosmopolitan, and Every-
body’s multiplied their readership when their editors discov-
ered the popular appetite for the journalism of exposure.

The discovery was almost accidental. Samuel S. McClure 
was not interested in reform. Selling magazines and advertis-
ing was his business. He hired progressives like Ida M. Tarbell 
and Lincoln Steffens at generous salaries because they wrote 
well, not because they were reformers. Indeed, Tarbell began 
her “History of the Standard Oil Company,” which exposed 
dubious practices in John D. Rockefeller’s career not for ide-
alistic reasons but because of a personal grudge. Rockefeller 
had ruined her father, himself a pioneering oil man. Steffens 
was looking for a story, any story, when he stumbled upon 
corruption in city government.

When Tarbell’s and Steffens’s sensational exposés caused 
circulation to soar, McClure and other editors were hooked. 
The combined circulation of the ten leading mass-circulation 
magazines climbed to 3 million as they brimmed with revela-
tions about chicanery in business, social evils like child labor 
and prostitution, and other subjects that lent themselves to 
indignant, excited treatment. In addition to his series on ra-
cial segregation, Ray Stannard Baker dissected the operations 
of the great railroads. John Spargo, an English-born social-
ist, discussed child labor in “The Bitter Cry of the Children.” 
David Graham Phillips, later a successful novelist, described 
the United States Senate, then elected by state legislatures, as 
a “millionaires’ club.”

President Roosevelt did not like the journalism of expo-
sure. He called the writers “muckrakers” after an unattractive 
character in the religious classic of 1678, Pilgrim’s Progress.
Tarbell, Steffens, and the rest, he said, were so busy raking 
muck that they failed to look up and see the glories in the 
stars. So long as the muck was real and deep, Roosevelt’s in-
sult fell flat. Journalists happily adopted the word “muckrak-
ers” to describe themselves. Inevitably, however, the editors 
and reporters overdid it. Between 1900 and 1910, some 2,000 
muckraking articles and books were published. Exposure 
journalism deteriorated into sloppy research and reckless 
accusations—anything to attract attention.

Efficiency and Democracy
In 1908, Staunton, Virginia, introduced the city manager sys-
tem of government. The offi ce of mayor was abolished. Voters 
elected a city council which hired a nonpolitical,  professionally 
trained administrator to manage the city’s affairs. Proponents 

of the city manager system reasoned that democracy was 
 protected by the people’s control of the council to which the 
city manager answered. However, because the daily opera-
tions of the city were supervised by an executive who did not 
depend on votes (and the machines that delivered them), they 
would be carried out without corruption. By 1915, over 400 
mostly medium-size cities followed Staunton’s example.

The “Oregon system” was the brainchild of William S. 
U’ren who believed that the remedy for corruption in gov-
ernment was more democracy. Efficient, well-organized, and 
wealthy special interests were able to thwart the good inten-
tions of the people because, once elected, officials forgot their 
campaign promises and did the bidding of special interests 
able and willing to reward them under the table.

Between 1902 and 1904, U’ren persuaded the Oregon 
legislature to adopt reforms pioneered in South Dakota in 
1898. To these populist programs, the Oregon system added 
the state primary. The primary election took the nomina-
tion process away from party bosses and gave it to the voters. 
U’ren was also active in the national movement for a consti-
tutional amendment providing that United States senators be 
elected by popular vote rather than in the state legislatures. 
Few people before or since have had such touching faith in 
the wisdom of the majority vote as William S. U’ren. He lived 
to the ripe old age of 90, long enough to see twenty states 
adopt the initiative and thirty the referendum, but none that 
managed to construct heaven on earth. 

Fighting Bob and the Wisconsin Idea
The career of Wisconsin’s Robert M. “Fighting Bob” La 
 Follette is a capsule history of progressivism. Born in 1855, 
he studied law and served three terms in Congress as a 

The White Primary
The primary election was a progressive innovation designed 
to take the nomination process away from professional 
politicians. (They cannot be blamed for putting nominations 
into the hands of the advertising industry.) 

The first states to adopt the primary were Oregon and 
Mississippi in 1902. While Oregonians wanted to exclude 
political bosses from the nomination process, Mississippians 
wanted to reduce the political power of African Americans 
from very little to nil.

That is, the few black voters in the state—all Republicans—
would influence an election only if there were two or three 
Democrats running against one another for state office. In a 
close election, one of the candidates could appeal to African 
American voters and, if he won, be beholden to them.

The Democratic party’s “white primary” closed the 
door on that possibility. As a private election open only to 
registered Democrats, the “white primary” was closed to 
blacks. Contending Democrats agreed that the primary was 
the real election and the general election that followed a 
formality. The few black Republican voters in the state were 
completely excluded from a voice in the matter.



 Republican during the 1880s. As a young man, he showed 
few signs of crusader’s itch. Then, a senator offered him a 
bribe to fi x the verdict in a trial. La Follette fl ew into a rage at 
the shameless audacity of the proposition, and he never quite 
calmed down for the rest of his life.

In 1900, he ran for governor in defiance of the Republican 
organization. He attacked the railroad and lumber interests 
that dominated Wisconsin through the Republican party. He 
promised to devote the resources of the state government to 
the service of the people and his timing was perfect; La Follette 
was elected. As governor, he pushed through a comprehensive 
system of regulatory laws that required businesses touching 
the public interest to conform to clear-cut rules and submit to 
close inspection of their operations.

La Follette did not stop with the negative regulatory pow-
ers of government. He created agencies that provided posi-
tive services for ordinary people. La Follette’s “Wisconsin 
idea” held that in the complex modern world, legislators 
needed experts to assist them. A railroad baron could not 
be kept on a leash unless the government could draw on the 
knowledge of specialists who knew as much about railroad 
operations as the men who owned the companies. Insurance 
premiums could not be held at reasonable levels unless the 
state was able to determine when the insurance company’s 
profit was reasonable and when it was rapacious. The gov-
ernment could not determine which side was right in a labor 
dispute unless it had the counsel of economists.

La Follette formed a mutually beneficial relationship be-
tween the state government and the University of Wisconsin. 
The Wisconsin legislature funded the university better than 
any other state institution in the country. In return, the state 
government had the counsel of distinguished economists 
like Richard Ely, Selig Perlman, and John Rogers Commons 
who were attracted to Wisconsin’s prestige and high salaries. 
The Wisconsin law school helped build up the first legislative 
reference library in the United States so that assemblymen 
did not have to rely on lobbyists for the data necessary to 
draft laws on complex subjects.

The university’s agriculture school sent experts across the 
state to teach farmers up-to-date methods and solve prob-
lems they were having. La Follette even made use of the 
university football team when he learned that political en-
emies planned to break up a rally at which he was to speak. 
He showed up in the company of burly linemen who folded 
their arms and surrounded the platform. 

In 1906, La Follette took his crusade to Washington as 
a United States senator; he held his seat until his death in 
1925. He was much loved in Wisconsin and elsewhere. He 
was “Fighting Bob,” incorruptible and unyielding in what he 
regarded as right.

Leaders
In New York State, Charles Evans Hughes came to promi-
nence as a result of his investigation into public utilities 
and insurance companies. Tall, erect, dignified, with a 
smartly trimmed beard that was going out of fashion, he 
lacked the charisma of La Follette and Teddy Roosevelt, 
who called him “a cold-blooded creature” and later “the 

bearded lady.” Nevertheless, he had a large following in 
New York.

George Norris of Nebraska, a Republican, was elected to 
Congress in 1902 and in 1912 to the Senate. He was a re-
lentless critic of big business, one of a few progressives who 
continued to win reelection during the conservative 1920s. 
Another was Hiram Johnson of California. He came to pro-
gressivism by much the same path as La Follette, drawn to 
reform by revelations of the colossally corrupt Abe Ruef 
machine that ran San Francisco. After the great earthquake 
and fire of 1906, Ruef set up a system by which those who 
wished to profit from rebuilding cleared their plans and 
licenses with him (in private rooms in fashionable restau-
rants). Scarcely a street could be paved or a cable car line 
laid out until money changed hands. On just one occasion, 
Ruef collected $250,000 of which he kept one-quarter, gave 
one-quarter to Mayor Eugene Schmitz, and distributed the 
remainder among the aldermen.

What galvanized Johnson was the discovery that Ruef ’s 
network extended beyond San Francisco contractors to the 
Southern Pacific Railroad: The state’s most distinguished 
businessmen were linked not only to petty grafters but also 
to the sleaziest vice, which the Ruef machine also protected. 
Johnson turned into “a volcano in perpetual eruption, belch-
ing fire and smoke.” In 1910, he was elected governor on the 
slogan, “Kick the Southern Pacific out of politics.”

William E. Borah of Idaho could spout rectitude as elo-
quently as LaFollette and Johnson, and his supporters were 
equally devoted to him; he held his Senate seat from 1907 
until 1940. He did not, however, come to Washington as a 
progressive. He had a long, cozy relationship with Idaho’s 
mining and ranching interests and it was revealed, decades 
after his death, that he accepted cash gifts from special inter-
ests throughout his career.

MAKING PEOPLE BETTER
Progressives were as concerned with the masses below them 
as they were with powerful business interests. Monopoly and 
corporation control of politics mocked democracy. The in-
dustrial working class was susceptible to revolutionary so-
cialism, a threat equal to plutocracy. The urban hordes of 
immigrants from southern and eastern Europe seemed to 
resist becoming good Americans. The immigrants could at 
least be educated. Progressives increased the funding of pub-
lic schools in industrial states, creating what remained, for 
more than half a century, the best public educational system 
in the world. Teachers in schools in which most pupils were 
children of immigrants were commissioned to teach Ameri-
can values—middle class values!—as well as the three Rs, 
biology, and typing.

Sexual Morality
The crusade against sexual immorality began decades 
 before reformers called themselves progressives. In the 
1870s, supported by a New York state law he had sponsored, 
an  employee of the YMCA, Anthony Comstock, began a 
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single-minded crusade against obscenity. Comstock’s fi rst 
target was pornography, which photography has made more 
 readily available, but he was soon calling for the prohibition 
of advertisements with sexual allusions and books that so 
much as mentioned sexual activity.

In 1873, Congress enacted a law empowering postmasters 
to examine the mail for obscene material and to destroy it. 
Comstock doubled as a postal inspector and head of the New 
York Society for the Prosecution of Vice. Although the courts 
occasionally rejected his definition of obscenity, politicians 
feared crossing him and gave him his head. In his final report 
in 1914 (he died the next year) Comstock boasted that he had 
been responsible for 3,697 arraignments under the obscen-
ity laws with 2,740 defendants pleading guilty or convicted. 
Some prosecuted books are now considered literary classics 
and routinely assigned to high school students because Com-
stock cast so large a net. Publishers took to printing “banned 
in Boston” on the dust covers of their books in order to boost 
sales. Boston’s “Watch and Ward” society, another of Com-
stock’s organizations, was the nation’s most industrious.

The American Society of Sanitary and Moral Prophylaxis 
aimed its betterment campaign at men, Protestant middle-
class more than working-class men, who were not likely to read 
its pamphlets or attend its lectures. The society’s message was 
traditional sexual morality, its target the double standard. The 
“purity movement”—any number of organizations—reached 
out to young women. It was the first respectable mainstream 
effort to discuss sex openly and frankly with middle class girls.

Prostitution
Some purity movement organizations actively rescued pros-
titutes, feeding and housing women who wanted out of the 
profession, and fi nding “honest employment” for them. But 
the war against prostitution was one of the campaigns that, 
progressives recognized early on, was too big for private vol-
untary action. 

No one believed that prostitution was a positive good, but 
many people accepted it as an inevitable evil. At best, they 

thought, it could be kept out of the sight of decent people 
by restricting it to the fringes of towns and cities. Although 
most states had laws criminalizing prostitution before 1900, 
they were enforced (spasmodically) only against streetwalk-
ing “hookers” who were a public nuisance. Discreetly oper-
ated “houses of ill repute” were tolerated in most cities with 
or without payoffs to police. Even small towns had their 
woman on the wrong side of the tracks who would entertain 
gentlemen callers (or teenaged boys) for a dollar or two.

In cities, prostitution ran the gamut from lushly furnished 
and expensive brothels for high-society swells such as Sally 
Stanford’s house in San Francisco to “the cribs,” tiny cubicles 
rented by whores who serviced workingmen for a dollar. 
Because pay was so low for unskilled work, many working 
women moonlighted as prostitutes part time.

The progressives, spearheaded by women’s organiza-
tions, determined to wipe out the institution because it 
corrupted young women simply because they were poor, 
because it spread “social diseases,” and because patroni-
zation of prostitutes destroyed the sanctity of marriage. 

Birth Control
A nurse in New York City, Margaret Sanger ministered 
to poor women giving birth to children they could not 
support and to women who came to the hospital after 
botched abortions, often to die. Beginning in 1912, she 
devoted herself to publicizing and providing women with 
condoms, diaphragms, and spermicidal jellies. Two years 
later, she coined the term “birth control,” a synonym for 
contraception that she hoped would not be offensive to 
the middle-class progressive women whose support she 
needed. She appealed to feminists by insisting that women 
“cannot be on an equal footing with men until they have 
full and complete control over their reproductive function.”

Ironically—for Sanger’s concern was poor women—her 
American Birth Control League (later Planned Parenthood) had 
its greatest successes among educated middle-class women.

A prostitute in a Colorado mining town. In such largely male 
enclaves, brothels were openly tolerated although sometimes 
officially illegal. Whores in mining towns were less likely to have 
been driven to the profession than streetwalkers in big cities. 
The latter, many of them sweatshop workers by day who were 
destitute, could look forward to little but sickness and further 
degradation. The evidence is inconclusive, but it is possible that 
a large majority of mining camp prostitutes married one of 
their customers and settled down to a normal life.
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During the first  decade of the century, most states en-
acted stricter antiprostitution laws and police, prodded 
by progressive organizations, enforced them rigorously. 
In 1917, at the behest of the army which, previously, had 
 encouraged prostitution near bases, even New Orleans’s 

wide-open Storyville, the birthplace of jazz, was closed 
down. By 1920, all but a few states had antiprostitution 
laws on the books. Only Nevada, with its mining camp 
heritage and few progressive politicians, continued to tol-
erate the institution legally.

The Mann Act: Sidetracked Reform?

“No tendency is quite so strong in human nature,” William 
Howard Taft observed, “as the desire to lay down rules of 
conduct for other people.” He may have been thinking of 
those progressives who believed that government could 
eliminate undesirable behavior by forbidding it.

The “purity movement’s” targeted evil was sexual im-
morality. Like prohibitionism, its origins were religious 
and suasionist. The first purity societies combated illicit 
sex, from fornication to prostitution, by brother’s keeper 
persuasion of sinners (and potential sinners) that they 
should live cleanly. They condemned the “double stan-
dard” that held women to strict chastity while overlook-
ing illicit male sexual activity. Some purity groups rescued 
and reformed prostitutes.

When they were discouraged by the meager dividends 
of persuasion, purity crusaders turned to legislation at the 
state level; fornication and adultery were not the business 
of the federal government. Nor was prostitution, but spotty 
local enforcement of antiprostitution laws turned the move-
ment to the federal government. They found a ground from 
which to strike at prostitution nationally in the Constitu-
tion’s interstate commerce clause. The Mann Act, or White 
Slave Traffic Act of 1911, made it a federal crime to “trans-
port, or cause to be transported, or aid or assist in obtaining 
transportation for . . . in interstate or foreign commerce . . . 
any woman or girl for the purpose of prostitution or de-
bauchery, or for any other immoral purpose.”

The bill sailed through Congress because the country was in 
the midst of near hysteria about “white slavery.” White slaves 
were girls and women who were unwittingly lured into pros-
titution by being seduced or raped while drunk or drugged 
(and therefore “ruined”), whence they were effectively “en-
slaved” in whore houses by their corrupters. No doubt, such 
things happened. By 1910, however, some muckrakers and 
politicians had created a white slavery monster. Dozens of 
“white slave narratives” patterned on nineteenth-century 
slave and captive nun narratives were published. At least 
six movies had white slavery as a theme. In four years after 
1910, the Reader’s Guide listed 156 magazine articles on the 
subject compared to 36 during the twenty years preceding 
1910. A U.S. attorney wrote that “the white slave traffic is a 
system operated by a syndicate . . . with ‘clearing houses’ or 
‘distributing centers’ in nearly all the big cities.”

This was nonsense and when no syndicate could be 
found, federal authorities began using the Mann Act 
to arrest men who had crossed a state line with willing 
women, their “girlfriends,” and having what was clearly 

 noncommercial sexual relations. In Caminetti v. the U.S.
(1917), the Supreme Court approved the prosecution of 
interstate noncommercial sex because the Mann Act had 
criminalized not just prostitution, but also crossing a state 
line for “other immoral purposes.” The Roaring Twenties 
were bonanza years for convicting and imprisoning men 
caught taking the train with their sexual partners from 
Philadelphia to Atlantic City for the weekend.

Was the Mann Act about prostitution in the first place? 
Maybe not. It was a reflection of the same social anxiet-
ies that gave the country Prohibition, the red scare, im-
migration restriction, and the anti-Catholic, anti-semitic 
Ku Klux Klan: the perception that undesirable new im-
migrants and big cities were destroying old American 
verities. There was a powerful anti-immigrant, particu-
larly anti-Semitic component in the white slavery scare. 
Although ignorant immigrant girls were the slavers’ major 
targets, they also made captives of decent young American 
women who were working and living in the cities without 
parental supervision. Living an “unnatural” life, they were 
susceptible to ruination, which led to prostitution. Jane 
Addams wrote that “many a working girl at the end of a day 
is so hysterical and overwrought that her mental balance 
is plainly disturbed.” Girls gone to the city “dated” rather 
than “courted,” as they would have done back home. “The 
danger begins,” wrote Florence Dedrick in 1909, “the mo-
ment a girl leaves the protection of Home and Mother.”

Progressive Era Americans believed that when an un-
married girl had sex, she had taken a step toward prostitu-
tion, just as a teenager’s first glass of beer was a step toward 
drunkenness. In fact, the definition of prostitution as the 
sale of sexual services (“promiscuous inchastity for gain”) 
was not universal. Iowa defined a prostitute as a woman 
who “indiscriminately” practiced sexual intercourse that she 
“invites or solicits by word or act,” pretty much what we 
would call flirtation. Alabama defined a prostitute as “a woman 
given to indiscriminate lewdness.” A widely used Webster’s 
defined prostitution as “the act or practice of offering the 
body to an indiscriminate intercourse with men.” 

The common thread was not money changing hands, 
but the fact that the woman’s sexual activity was “indis-
criminate.” Any “loose” or “easy” woman was a prostitute. 
Slang for a girl who went out to dinner with a date and 
later had sex was “charity girl,” a prostitute who was free. 
The Mann Act boyfriend-girlfriend prosecutions of the 
1910s and 1920s was yet another reflection of values in 
flux and the anxieties the changes caused.

How They Lived
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Crusade against Alcohol
The antialcohol crusade that began with the evangelicals 
never died. The Methodist and Baptist churches, with uneven 
success, forbade drinking as a condition of membership. At 
one time or another during the nineteenth century, dozens 
of states enacted some kind of restrictions on the manufac-
ture and sale of alcohol. As a rule, however, prohibition laws 
were soon repealed or were not enforced.

The Prohibition party began running presidential candidates 
in 1872. In 1879, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union 
(WCTU) elected the able and energetic Frances E. Willard pres-
ident. She crisscrossed the country espousing at a minimum 
individual abstinence. But the WCTU also introduced the idea, 
by constitutional amendment, of the national prohibition of 
the manufacture and sale of intoxicating beverages.

WCTU women publicized their cause by entering both 
fancy hotel bars and sleazy saloons to kneel and pray. In 1900, 
an avid anti-alcohol crusader, Carry Nation, took direct ac-
tion a step further. She entered a saloon in Witchita, Kansas, 
with a hatchet. While the bartender and tipplers looked on 
dumbfounded, hid under tables, or fled, she smashed bottles 
and glasses, the mirror behind the bar, and much of the fur-
niture. For six months she repeated her forays across Kansas 
and was arrested thirty times.

Middle-class progressives disapproved of Carry Nation’s 
“hatchetations,” but the one woman demolition squad en-
ergized them. Unlike the evangelicals, they emphasized so-
cial and political arguments against alcohol. They pointed 
out that, in big cities, saloons were the local headquarters of 
political machines. Close the saloons and the bosses would 
be crippled. Progressive prohibitionists argued that much 
of the misery of the working classes was the consequence of 
husbands and fathers spending their wages on demon rum 
and John Barleycorn. Because the public bar was an all-male 
 institution, the temperance movement formed a close alli-
ance with suffragists.

The prohibition movement was not an exclusively progres-
sive phenomenon. Religious leaders interested in no other 
reforms supported it. Except in big cities in the Northeast 
and Midwest, however, progressive politicians, even those 
who enjoyed a beer or a drop of the creature, became sympa-
thizers for the sake of the prohibitionists’ votes.

Feminism and Progressivism
The woman suffrage movement dated to 1848 but, in 1900, 
it seemed as far from its goal—a constitutional amendment 
guaranteeing women the vote—as ever. Fifty years of labor 
by the now ancient leaders of the suffragists, Elizabeth Cady 

Under Carrie Chapman Catt, the National American Women Suffrage Association shunned confrontational tactics. American 
suffragists emphasized their middle-class respectability and domesticity, as in this parade.
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Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, had few victories. In their 
twilight years at the beginning of the progressive era, Stan-
ton and Anthony could look back on liberalized divorce laws, 
women voters in six western states, and a unifi ed movement 
in the National American Woman Suffrage Association.

But opposition to “votes for women” was as strong as 
ever, especially in the South and the big cities of the North-

east and Midwest. Most Americans, women quite as much 
as men, continued to believe that women’s finer moral 
sense made it best that they remain in a domestic sphere 
insulated from public life. In fact, when Anthony died in 
1906, success was less than fifteen years away. The demo-
cratic inclinations of the progressives made it increasingly 
difficult for them to deny the franchise to half the popula-
tion on any grounds. 

Changing Strategies
The key to the victory of the women’s suffrage movement 
was a fundamental shift in its strategy. Under the leadership 
of Carrie Chapman Catt, the National American Woman 
Suffrage Association came to terms with popular prejudices 
as Stanton and Anthony never quite could. Catt’s movement 
quietly shelved the comprehensive critique of women’s status 
in society that earlier feminists developed. The new suffrag-
ists downplayed, even jettisoned, the argument that women 
should have the right to vote because they were equal to 
men—like men—in every way.

“Social feminists” clung to the old verities. Charlotte Per-
kins Gilman, an independently minded New Englander, 
argued in Women and Economics (1898) that marriage was 
itself the cause of women’s inequality. Alice Paul insisted that 
the suffrage alone was not enough to resolve “the woman 
question.”

But most middle-class suffragists argued that women 
should have the right to vote precisely because they were 
not like men; they were indeed more moral by nature. Their 
votes would purge society of its evils. Not only did the suf-
fragists thus turn the most compelling antisuffrage argument 
in their favor—the belief that women were the morally supe-
rior sex—but they told progressives that in allowing women 
to vote they would be gaining huge numbers of supporters. 
Middle-class women voters would counterbalance the igno-
rant, easily corrupted new immigrants.

THE PROGESSIVE PRESIDENT
In a personal note to Chauncey Depew, then senator from 
New York, President Roosevelt made an intriguing remark. 
He wrote, as if with a weary sigh, “How I wish I wasn’t a re-
former, Oh Senator! But I suppose I must live up to my part, 
like the Negro minstrel who blackened himself all over!”

Was TR mocking his own sincerity as the national leader 
of the progressive movement? Was he reassuring Depew that 
there was nothing personal when, in speeches, he denounced 
“malefactors of great wealth,” one of whom railroader Depew 
certainly was? Probably. Roosevelt was not an introspective 
man, but he did not miss the irony in the fact that he headed 
a movement of middle-class reformers zealously bent on 
putting Roosevelt’s social equals in their place.

The mock weariness of his note, however, was pure affec-
tation. Roosevelt loved the adulation the crowds lavished on 
him and the hubbub his policies caused in the boardrooms 
of the Depews and J. P. Morgans.
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MAP 34:1 Woman Suffrage Before the Nineteenth 
Amendment. Votes for women were guaranteed in every 
state by the Nineteenth Amendment, ratified in 1919. The 
impact of the amendment is, however, often overstated. By 
1919, women were voting in at least some elections in thirty of 
forty-eight states. Hard-core opposition to female suffrage was 
stubbornest among white men in the South and New England, 
strange bedfellows.

Votes for Women? Who Cares?
Not everyone answered the question with an emphatic “yes” 
or “no.” Socialist Helen Keller said that woman suffrage was 
a nonissue; it was not important:

You ask for votes for women. What good can votes do 
when ten-elevenths of the land in Great Britain belongs 
to 200,000 and only one-eleventh to the rest of the 
40,000,000 population? Have your men with their millions 
of votes freed themselves from this injustice?

Theodore Roosevelt came to a similar conclusion: it did not 
matter much if women voted:

I do not regard it as a very important matter. I am unable 
to see that there has been any special improvement in 
the position of women in those states in the West that 
have adopted woman’s suffrage, as compared to those 
states adjoining them that have not adopted it. I do not 
think that giving the women suffrage will produce any 
marked improvement in the condition of women. I do not 
believe that it will produce any of the evils feared.
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Busting Trusts
Roosevelt moved cautiously during his fi rst months in the 
presidency. The nation was mourning McKinley, and the 
president knew that the Republican party’s old guard was al-
ready discussing the necessity of replacing him on the party 
ticket in 1904. Mark Hanna himself was ready to challenge 
TR for the nomination.

Time was on TR’s side, of course. He had three and a half 
years to entrench himself. Quietly and gradually, he replaced 
the party hacks in the cabinet he inherited with his own men 
and, by giving them more autonomy than McKinley had, he 
won the loyalty of those he retained: Secretary of State John 
Hay; Secretary of War Elihu Root (who succeeded Hay in the 
State Department in 1905); and Attorney General Philander 
C. Knox. Quite noisily and suddenly in April 1902, he di-
rected Knox to institute the action that made him the leader 
of the Republican party’s progressive wing.

Knox, himself a former corporation lawyer, prosecuted 
the Northern Securities Company for violating the Sher-
man Antitrust Act. Northern Securities was designed by 
J. P. Morgan and railroaders Edward H. Harriman and 
James J. Hill to put an end to costly railroad competition 
in the northwestern quarter of the country. Funded by the 
nation’s two largest investment banks, Morgan’s and Kuhn 
Loeb and Company, Northern Securities was a holding 

company  patterned after the United States Steel Corpora-
tion, another Morgan creation.

Morgan was stunned. That the Northern Securities Com-
pany was very likely in “restraint of trade” as defined by the 
Sherman Act was obvious. The idea of the combination was 
to end competition between the Northern Pacific and Great 
Northern Railroads. But the ten-year-old Sherman Antitrust 
Act was practically forgotten. It has fallen into disuse  because, 
in part, of adverse court decisions and, in part, because 
 Grover Cleveland and McKinley had been big business presi-
dents, happy to ignore company consolidations if they were 
drawn up so as to slip plausibly through legal loopholes. 

Morgan wrote to Roosevelt: “If we have done anything 
wrong, send your man to my man and we can fix it up.” 
That was how things had been done. And that was why 
Roosevelt chose to act differently. He remembered the 
newspaper cartoons showing a frightened President Cleve-
land waiting hat in hand in Morgan’s waiting room and 
McKinley as a ventriloquist’s dummy on Mark  Hanna’s 
knee.

Knox won the case in 1904. The Supreme Court ordered 
the Northern Securities Company dissolved. Delighted with 
the praise heaped on him, TR instituted forty more antitrust 
suits, winning twenty-five of them. Progressive newspapers 
dubbed him the “trustbuster.”

By the end of the miner’s strike in 1902, coal was so scarce and expensive that people scavenged just to cook their meals. Here, a 
newspaper artist depicts men dredging the bottom near docks where coal barges were moored. Families sent boys to wander railroad
yards collecting coal that had fallen to the ground and, often enough, stealing it from tenders. TR was right to anticipate a serious 
social crisis if the strike continued into the winter.
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Later in his presidency, Roosevelt became uncomfort-
able with his title. He had demonstrated that he was no 
one’s flunkey. He had no more elections to win, and he 
had begun to wonder if bigness in corporations was al-
ways  undesirable. In 1907, he allowed United States Steel to 
gobble up a regional competitor, Tennessee Coal and Iron, 
without comment.

The Great Coal Strike
Roosevelt earned a second perhaps dubious title in 1902: 
“friend of the workingman.” The occasion was a coal min-
ers’ strike, on the face of it just one of an epidemic of work 
stoppages. There had been 1,098 strikes in 1898, 1,839 in 
1900, and 3,012 in 1901—almost 60 a week on average. 
Since Grover Cleveland had destroyed what was left of his 
popularity by intervening on behalf of the railroads in the 
Pullman boycott, he and McKinley had steered clear of labor 
disputes.

The miners’ strike that began in May 1902 was hard 
to ignore. About 140,000 anthracite miners and helpers 
in Pennsylvania walked off the job, demanding an eight-
hour day, a 20 percent pay hike, guarantees against dis-
honest weighing (miners were paid by the ton), and the 
mine owners’ recognition of the United Mineworkers 
Union (UMW) as their bargaining agent. (That is, when 
there were problems, the employers would resolve them 
by negotiating with the UMW.)

Demand for their coal was minimal in May so the sev-
eral dozen mine owners involved (coal mining was not a 
consolidated industry) resolved to sit tight and wait for the 
ethnically fragmented miners to feel the pinch and return 
to work. To universal surprise, the workers stayed out. And 
by fall, orders for coal began to pour in. In the Northeast, 
the retail price of a ton of anthracite climbed from $5–$6 to 
$15–$20. Coal-burning factories began to shut down, unable 
to absorb such a jump in expenses. Worse, winter was com-
ing. In 1902, most homes in both city and country burned 
coal for warmth.

Public opinion was pro-miner. They had been well disci-
plined; there had been practically no violence. Muckraking 
journalists publicized the dangers coal miners faced daily for 
pay that barely paid for wretched housing and just enough 
food to survive. The president of the UMW, John Mitchell, 
was an attractive and reasonable man while the spokesman 
for the mine operators, George Baer, was a public relations 
disaster. 

Had more been known about Mitchell, he would not have 
been so popular. He was a drunk; he took bribes from mine 
owners to settle local disputes; and he was contemptuous of 
immigrant miners. “They remind me very much of a drove 
of cattle, ready to stampede,” he said in private. But all this 
leaked out only later, and Baer was an arrogant fool who de-
fended the mine owners with his unique reading of the Bible. 
“Strikes began with Genesis,” he said. “Cain was the first 
striker and he killed Abel because Abel was the more pros-
perous fellow.” Even more disastrous was his remark that the 
welfare of the miners would be looked after “by the Christian 

men to whom God in His infinite wisdom has given the con-
trol of the property interests of this country.”

The Workingman’s Friend
A politician with half Roosevelt’s savvy would have known 
whose side to take—or appear to take. He could coerce the 
mine owners in only one way. He announced that if the strike 
continued into winter, he would declare a national emer-
gency (which it would have been) and order the army to take 
over and work the mines. That was for public consumption. 
Quietly, he asked J. P. Morgan to pressure Baer and the other 
operators to sit down and talk. The likes of George Baer did 
not defy J. P. Morgan. He and his colleagues went angrily 
to Washington. They sulked and refused to meet with the 
UMW. Roosevelt’s men had to shuttle between two rooms as 
messengers and mediators.

The strike was ended with a compromise. Pay was in-
creased by 10, not 20 percent as demanded. The workday 
was reduced to nine hours, not eight. The mine owners did 
not recognize the UMW as an official bargaining agent. Baer 
and his colleagues could legitimately claim that they won 
more than half of “splitting the difference.” But, in an indus-
try with a long history of bitter conflict and violence, with 
more truculent and exploitative employers than any other, 
the miners won too. People by the millions did not freeze 
to death that winter, and everyone but the mine operators 
lauded Theodore Roosevelt. 

THE REFORMER RIDING HIGH
The Republicans (conservatives gritting their teeth) unani-
mously nominated the TR for a second term in 1904. The 
Democrats, hoping to capitalize on the grumbling of big-
business Republicans, did an about-face from the party’s em-
brace of populist agrarianism in 1896 and 1900 and nomi-
nated a Wall Street lawyer and judge, Alton B. Parker.

Parker was able but colorless, and the second most color-
ful politician in the country would have looked like a card-
board cutout next to TR. Even Parker’s Wall Street friends 
deserted for him. J. P. Morgan personally donated $150,000 
to Roosevelt’s campaign. He had not reached the pinnacle of 
American finance by nursing personal grudges. 

Roosevelt won a lopsided 57.4 percent of the vote. His 
336–140 electoral sweep was the largest since Grant’s in 1872. 
The only unpleasant election news was the fact that Eugene 
V. Debs, the Socialist party candidate, won 400,000 votes. It 
was only 3 percent of the total. Nevertheless, it represented a 
fourfold increase over Debs’s vote in 1904.

Regulating the Railroads
Theodore Roosevelt lost few opportunities to denounce 
socialism. In 1905, when three leaders of the socialist West-
ern Federation of Miners were arrested in Colorado for the 
murder of a former governor of Idaho and perhaps illegally 
transported to Idaho for trial, Roosevelt shrugged the in-
cident off because, he said, the two men were “undesirable 
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citizens.” Their lawyer for the defense, Clarence Darrow, then 
at the outset of a distinguished career as “attorney for the 
damned,” complained with some justice that the president 
had rendered a fair trial diffi cult. Sensational as the Idaho 
trial was—both men were acquitted—it was sideshow news 
compared to the series of reforms the increasingly aggressive 
president proposed and an increasingly progressive Congress 
enacted.

As they had been for thirty years, the railroads were a focus 
of popular resentment. The vital role of transportation in the 
economy preoccupied progressives at every level of govern-
ment. Roosevelt’s prosecution of the Northern Securities 
case encouraged progressives in Congress, led by Senator 
Follette, to introduce and pass the Hepburn Act in 1906. It 
authorized the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) to 
set maximum rates that railroads could charge their custom-
ers and forbade them to pay rebates to big shippers.

Rebates were already illegal, but the prohibition had been 
difficult to enforce. The Hepburn Act gave the ICC some 
teeth. Even more than the Northern Securities prosecution, 
the Hepburn Act represented a reversal of the federal govern-
ment’s deferential treatment of the railroads. Also in 1906, 

Congress passed a law holding railroad companies liable 
to employees who suffered injuries on the job. By Western 
European standards, it was a mild compensation law, but 
in the United States, it marked a sharp break with prec-
edent, which held employees responsible for most of their 
injuries.

Labeled Drugs, Healthier Meat
Also in 1906, Roosevelt promoted and signed the Pure Food 
and Drug Act and the Meat Inspection Act. The fi rst forbade 
adulteration of foods by processors engaged in interstate 
commerce and regulated the patent medicine business, a 
freewheeling industry of hucksters who marketed nostrums 
of mostly alcohol infused with addictive drugs, opium deriv-
atives for the nervous, cocaine for people who needed a lift. 

Mrs. Winslow’s Soothing Syrup and Lydia Pinkham’s Veg-
etable Compound, touted as relief for “female complaints,” 
worked well enough and—good for profits—after down-
ing a few quarts, users were hooked. Any number of “feel 
good” elixirs were laced with cocaine. The act did not  outlaw 
 cocaine—the extent of its risks was not yet known—but 
manufacturers were required to list it as an ingredient. 

The label of one of hundreds of tonics and nostrums that were laced with cocaine (and opium) in the late 19th century.  Opiates were 
slipping into disrepute, but cocaine was a miracle ingredient of which manufacturers boasted.  They worked, of course.  Nobody was likely 
to be hooked by the occasional toothache drop, but many “feel good” syrups created unknowing addicts.
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The Meat Inspection Act provided for federal inspection 
of meatpacking plants to eliminate the abuses in slaughter-
houses that muckraker Upton Sinclair detailed gruesomely 
in his novel The Jungle: rats ground up into sausage, work-
ers with tuberculosis coughing on the meat they packed, 
and worse. It was a sensation, read widely in serial form in 
a popular socialist newspaper, The Appeal to Reason, and in 
100,000 copies in book form.

None of the seventy-five other books Sinclair published 
in his ninety-year lifetime sold nearly as well, but The Jun-
gle’s reception disappointed him. The packing house scenes 
were incidental to his story about a Lithuanian immigrant 
with dreams of improving himself in America who was 
crushed by ethnic discrimination, greedy landlords, and 
exploitative employers. The novel concluded with the pro-
tagonist vowing to fight to bring socialism to the United 
States. “I aimed at the nation’s heart,” Sinclair said, “and hit 
it in the stomach.” 

Big companies like Armour, Swift, Wilson, and Cudahy 
grumbled about the federal inspectors, notebooks in hand, 
puttering about their plants. However, the Meat Inspec-
tion Act actually worked in their favor in their competi-
tion with smaller, local slaughterhouses. With their greater 
resources, the big packers found compliance with federal 
standards no more than a nuisance. Small companies had 
been able to stay in business only by slashing costs at every 
turn, which usually meant neglecting sanitation. The big 
packers made advertising hay of the inspection stamps on 
their half-beefs and legs of pork: The government endorsed 
them. Small companies unable to meet federal standards 
closed their doors or restricted their sales to the states in 
which they were located. Like all other federal programs, 
meat inspection applied only to firms involved in inter-
state commerce.

Preserving Nature
Theodore Roosevelt and the progressives were not always far 
seeing. However, the president’s affection for outdoor life and 
his committment to conserving natural resources, resulted in 
monuments to him that he richly deserves.

TR, the first president born in a big city, was a passionate 
outdoorsman long before camping, hiking, and climbing 
were fashionable. As a historian, he was more sensitive than 
most of his contemporaries to the role of the wilderness 
in forging the American character. He actively courted and 
gained the friendship of John Muir, a mystical Californian 
who founded the Sierra Club in 1892. Muir’s interest in na-
ture was aesthetic, cultural, and spiritual. “God has cared 
for these trees”—California’s redwoods—Muir said, “saved 
them from drought, disease, avalanches and a thousand 
strainng, leveling tempests and floods; but He cannot save 
them from fools.” Muir lobbied effectively to protect natu-
ral wonders like the redwoods and Yosemite Valley, which 
he helped to establish as a national park in 1890, from 
exploitation.

Roosevelt shared Muir’s sentiments—to a degree. He 
helped create a number of national parks and national 

 monuments. But Muir was a preservationist, uninterested 
in the economics of natural resources. His proposals met 
powerful opposition in Congress. “Not a cent for scenery,” 
the reactionary Speaker of the House, Joseph G. Cannon 
of Illinois, snapped.

Conservation 
But Roosevelt is more accurately described as a conserva-
tionist like his friend and tennis partner, America’s fi rst pro-
fessionally trained forester, Gifford Pinchot. Pinchot had no 
gut sympathy for Muir’s work to preserve unblemished na-
ture for its own sake. Indeed, Pinchot said that “wilderness is 
a waste.” His concern was the protection of forests and other 
resources from rapacious exploiters bent on short-term prof-
its. He wanted to ensure that future generations would have 
access to enough timber and nonrenewable natural resources 
to maintain a decent life. Echoing him, TR told Congress in 
December 1907, that “to waste, to destroy, our natural re-
sources, to skin and exhaust the land instead of using it so as 
to increase its usefulness, will result in undermining in the 
days of our children the very prosperity which we ought by 
right to hand down to them amplifi ed and developed.”

President Roosevelt in his hiking togs with America’s leading 
preservationist John Muir in Yosemite National Park. The 
two men liked one another and TR sympathized with Muir’s 
spiritual view of wilderness. Ultimately, however, Roosevelt was 
more conservationist than preservationist; he was not opposed 
to all development in wilderness areas. He and Muir were 
on opposite sides when San Francisco wanted to dam Hetch-
Hetchy, a glacial valley much like Yosemite, in order to create a 
reservoir. Roosevelt favored development. Muir opposed it and 
lost. Today, Hetch-Hetchy is under water.
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580 Chapter 34 A Wave of Reform

Pinchot and Roosevelt had good reason to be concerned. 
Lumbermen in the Great Lakes states had already mowed 
down forests that had been thought inexhaustible, leaving be-
hind worthless scrub. For the sake of their own bank accounts, 
western ranchers put too many cattle on grasslands, transform-
ing them into weedlots. Coal and phosphate mining companies 
and drillers for oil thought in terms of next year’s profits. The 
fact that, a century hence, Americans might run out of these 
resources was the business of Americans a century hence.

The National Forests
The National Forest reserves had been established in 1891 
when Congress authorized presidents to withhold forests 
in the public domain from private ownership. Unlike Na-
tional Parks (there was just one in 1891), the Forest Reserves 
were open to developers, but the Interior Department was 
entrusted with licensing and monitoring loggers. Presidents 
Harrison, Cleveland, and McKinley reserved 46 million acres 
of forestland. But Roosevelt discovered that, with Interior 
Department connivance, cut-and-run loggers and cattlemen 
had had their own way on many reserves.

In 1905, Roosevelt renamed the reserves the National 
Forests and named Pinchot to head the Forest Service. He 
transferred authority over national forests to the Agriculture 
Department, partly because Pinchot did not trust the Inte-
rior Department, partly because the philosophy of forestry 
is agricultural: Trees were a crop that, because the growing 
cycle was so long, harvesting had to be regulated so as to sus-
tain the yields of the “fields.”

In just two years, Roosevelt added 125 million acres to 
the National Forests, tripling their size. He also reserved for 
future use 68 million acres of coal deposits, almost 5 mil-
lion acres of phosphate beds (vital to production of muni-
tions), several known oil fields, and 2,565 sites suitable for 
the construction of dams for irrigation and generation of 
electrical power.

Roosevelt’s national forests represented the best kind of 
the progressives’ hopes for government. The system prom-
ised an indefinite supply of forest products for the nation, 
put the government in the business of flood control and de-
velopment of hydroelectric power. The national forests also 
provided recreational opportunities by constructing cabins, 
campgrounds, and trails.

Most of the big logging companies were happy with the 
system. It took them out of the land-owning business—a big 
savings—and Pinchot was no John Muir; he wanted timber 
cut, if it was cut responsibly.

In the western states, however, there was angry opposi-
tion to Roosevelt’s policies. Cattlemen, clear-cut loggers, and 
private power companies banded together to fight the con-
servationists. In 1907, with support from reactionaries like 
Joseph Cannon, western congressmen attached a rider to the 
Agriculture Department’s annual appropriation that forbade 
the creation of national forests in six western states. Roos-
evelt had no choice but to sign the bill. But he took one last 
swipe at what he called the “predatory interests.” Before he 
signed the bill, he reserved 17 million acres of forest land in 
the interdicted states.
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DISCOVERYDISCOVERY

How did the “middle class values” that came to predominate in American 
society during the 1880s and 1890s differ from the dominant social and 
cultural values of previous decades?

Culture and Society: Roosevelt’s The Strenuous Life and these photographs of a college commencement and an 
office of the 1890s reflect women’s work and educational experiences that, while not unknown, were rare until 
the final years of the nineteenth century. How does Roosevelt view the role of women in a healthy society? What 
educational and work opportunities were available to women at the end of the century that had scarcely existed in 
previous eras? How can we account for the changes?

Theodore Roosevelt, The Strenuous Life (1899)

In the last analysis a healthy state can 
exist only when the men and women who 
make it up lead clean, vigorous, healthy 
lives; when the children are so trained that 
they shall endeavor, not to shirk difficulties, 
but to overcome them; not to seek ease, 
but to know how to wrest triumph from 
toil and risk. The man must be glad to do 
a man’s work, to dare and endure and to 
labor; to keep himself, and to keep those 
dependent upon him. The woman must 
be the housewife, the helpmeet of the 
homemaker, the wise and fearless mother of 
many healthy children. In one of Daudet’s 
powerful and melancholy books he speaks 
of “the fear of maternity, the haunting terror 
of the young wife of the present day.” When 
such words can be truthfully written of a 
nation, that nation is rotten to the heart’s 
core. When men fear work or fear righteous 
war, when women fear motherhood, they 
tremble on the brink of doom; and well it 
is that they should vanish from the earth, 
where they are fit subjects for the scorn of all 
men and women who are themselves strong 
and brave and high-minded.

As it is with the individual, so it is with 
the nation. It is a base untruth to say that 
happy is the nation that has no history. 
Thrice happy is the nation that has a 
glorious history. Far better it is to dare 
mighty things, to win glorious triumphs, 
even though checkered by failure, than 
to take rank with those poor spirits who 
neither enjoy much nor suffer much, 
because they live in the gray twilight that 

knows not victory nor defeat. If in 1861 the 
men who loved the Union had believed that 
peace was the end of all things, and war and 
strife the worst of all things, and had acted 
up to their belief, we would have saved 
hundreds of thousands of lives, we would 
have saved hundreds of millions of dollars. 
Moreover, besides saving all the blood 
and treasure we then lavished, we would 
have prevented the heartbreak of many 
women, the dissolution of many homes, 
and we would have spared the country 
those months of gloom and shame when 
it seemed as if our armies marched only 
to defeat. We could have avoided all this 
suffering simply by shrinking from strife. 
And if we had thus avoided it, we would 
have shown that we were weaklings, and 
that we were unfit to stand among the great 
nations of the earth. Thank God for the 
iron in the blood of our fathers, the men 
who upheld the wisdom of Lincoln, and 
bore sword or rifle in the armies of Grant! 
Let us, the children of the men who proved 
themselves equal to the mighty days, let us, 
the children of the men who carried the 
great Civil War to a triumphant conclusion, 
praise the God of our fathers that the 
ignoble counsels of peace were rejected; 
that the suffering and loss, the blackness 
of sorrow and despair, were unflinchingly 
faced, and the years of strife endured; for 
in the end the slave was freed, the Union 
restored, and the mighty American republic 
placed once more as a helmeted queen 
among nations.

581-A Chapter 34 A Wave of Reform



To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”
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B
y taking possession of Spain’s Philippines, Puerto 
Rico, and Guam in 1898 (and, in 1899, annex-
ing half of Samoa), the United States joined the 
small club of colonial powers: Britain, France, the 
 Netherlands, Germany, Portugal, Italy, Belgium, 

Japan, Denmark, and (with two colonies in Africa) Spain.

AMERICA’S COLONIES
The acquisition of overseas colonies was not merely a new 
turn for the United States. It marked a departure from fi rst 
principles to which the nation had been fairly true. The 
United States had been born in a revolt against Americans’ 
inferior status as colonial subjects of the fi rst British empire, 
especially the strict limits on their political power. Offi cial 
American policy and popular opinion remained anti-
colonialist throughout the nineteenth century. It was a 
point of national pride that when, by purchase or by war, 
the United States expanded, the residents of those acqui-
sitions (excepting Indians) were accorded U.S. citizenship 
and populated areas were organized as territories as the 
first step toward statehood.

That was not so in the case of the Philippines, Puerto Rico, 
Guam, and Samoa. They were colonies, dependencies gov-
erned from Washington as surely as Algeria was governed 
from Paris and Korea from Tokyo. The historical record of the 
United States as a colonial power is better—less exploitative, 

more constructive—than the record of any other member of 
the imperialist club. After 1898, however, Americans could 
no longer take pride in not telling other peoples what they 
could and could not do.

Annexing the Philippines
President McKinley asked Congress to declare war on Spain 
for the purpose of helping the Cuban people win their in-
dependence. However, enough congressmen, mostly Dem-
ocrats and Populists in the Senate, suspected that the ad-
ministration intended to make a colony of Cuba that they 
attached the Teller Amendment to the resolution supporting 
the president. It committed the United States, once Spain was 
driven out of Cuba, “to leave the government and control of 
the island to its people.” 

Like the Cubans, indigenous people in the Philippines 
had long been waging a rebellion against Spanish rule. 
But few Americans, in Congress or out, gave a thought to the 
Philippines before April 1898. President McKinley, famously, 
could not find the archipelago on a globe when he was told of 
George Dewey’s victory over the Spanish fleet in Manila Bay. 

Without a Teller Amendment tying his hands, President 
McKinley came out in favor of buying the Philippines from 
Spain and annexing them. His reasons were the same as those 
other imperial powers had given for seizing colonies for half a 
century: It was the duty of the United States to bring civiliza-
tion and Christianity to the benighted people of the islands. 
Many annexationists (including Theodore Roosevelt) were 

Chapter 35

A Time of Ferment
Imperialism and Politics 1901–1916

Big business is not dangerous because it is big, but because its bigness is an 
unwholesome inflation created by privileges and exemptions which it ought 
not to enjoy.

—Woodrow Wilson

We demand that big business give the people a square deal; in return we must 
insist that when anyone engaged in big business endeavors to do right he shall 
himself be given a square deal.

—Theodore Roosevelt

582



embarrassed by the president. They called for making a col-
ony of the Philippines because, if the United States pulled its 
troops out of the country, instability was inevitable whence 
Japan or Germany (which had made colonialist noises about 
the island) would move in. The United States would then be 
shut out of the Philippine trade and its strategic position in 
the Pacific gravely weakened.

The hard, brutal, and demoralizing war the United States 
had to fight to suppress the Philippine insurrectos who had 
been allies in the easy war with the Spanish was a rude lesson 
to Americans of the price a colonial power had to pay when 
its subjects resisted them.

A Paternal Governor
Roosevelt proclaimed the insurrection ended in July 1902 
and named William Howard Taft, a former judge from Ohio, 
to be the colony’s governor-general. Roosevelt and Taft had 
met only recently, but they hit it off royally from the start, 
which was odd because they had little in common. The pres-
ident was an athletic bundle of energy, an unabashed and 
aggressive colonialist, often a bully, and an extroverted poli-
tician to the marrow of his bones. Taft was easy-going, phleg-
matic; he weighed 300 pounds; the only exercise he enjoyed 
was golf, then widely regarded as a sissies’ game. Taft had 
opposed annexing the Philippines, and he loathed politics, 
both the back-room horse trading and the modern politi-
cal campaign, storming about giving self-praising speeches 
and, most disgusting of all, asking people for their votes. Taft 
was an administrator, and as good as they got. He was a man 
of the offi ce, a desktop covered with reports, doing what his 
superiors asked and expecting his subordinates to follow his 
instruction. His life’s ambition was to be appointed a justice 
on the Supreme Court.

Nevertheless, as so many other people were, Taft was smit-
ten by Roosevelt, and the president recognized in Taft a com-
petent self-effacing man who got things done.

He could not have made a better choice for the job of 
reconciling the people of the Philippines to American over-
lordship. Taft was popular within months, not only with the 
cultured and sophisticated elite of Manila (that Americans, 
fed on newspaper accounts of half-naked savages swinging 
bolo knives in the jungle, hardly knew existed), but also with 
the Filipino masses.

1900 1902 1904 1906 1908 1910 1912 1914

National Reforms 1900–1914

1904 Northern Securities case

1904 U.S. Steel absorbs Tennessee Coal and Iron; Socialist vote quadruples

Republicans split; Woodrow Wilson elected president  1912

1902 Anthracite strike

1901–1909 Theodore Roosevelt president

1906 Hepburn Act; Pure Food and Drug Act

1909 Payne–Aldrich tariff

1907 Roosevelt adds 17 million acres to National Forests

William Howard Taft president  1909–1913

Insurgents break with president; Roosevelt proclaims “New Nationalism”  1910

Sixteenth Amendment (income tax); Seventeenth Amendment (direct election of senators)  1913

William Howard Taft was never more popular or successful than when he 
served as Governor General of the Philippines. He was most comfortable 
with the elite of Manila, greeting him here , but thanks to Mrs. Nellie 
Taft’s active sponsorship of social programs for the poor, he was well-liked 
by ordinary Filipinos too.
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Perhaps because he personally disliked colonialism, Taft 
instituted a paternalistic government in which he made 
partners of well-to-do and influential Filipinos. He created 
an efficient “Philippine Constabulary” to replace American 
soldiers in putting down local rebellions that continued to 
break out in remote corners of the country. He established 
a public school system and publicly financed health services 
that were not available in many parts of the United States. 
He persuaded the Roman Catholic Church to sell the United 
States its many plantations and factories and resold them at 
bargain-basement prices to the Philippine elite. (Most turned 
out to be at least as exploitative as the Church had been.) 
When, in 1903, Roosevelt offered Taft the Supreme Court 
seat he longed for, Filipinos, both the wealthy and ordinary 
people, begged him to stay on with such fervor that he did.

No subsequent governor-general was as popular as Taft. 
Because of the precedents he set, American rule continued to 
be light-handed. In 1916, a Democratic Congress passed the 
Philippine Autonomy Act that, except for retaining the ap-
pointed governor, put domestic matters in Philippine hands. 
Nothing better illustrated Philippine appreciation of the rela-
tively benign character of American rule than the fact that, 
when the Japanese invaded the islands in 1942, the Philippine 
masses sided with the Americans. Nothing of the sort happened 
in the European colonies in Asia the Japanese occupied.

Puerto Rico
American rule in Puerto Rico was constructive compared 
to the island’s experience as a Spanish colony. Even under 
military control between 1898 and 1901, the foundations of 
a public school and public health system were laid and free-
dom of speech, press, assembly, and religion were guaran-
teed, unique concessions in an occupied country. The army’s 
prohibition of cockfi ghting was unpopular, but it was too 
easily evaded to cause much resentment.

If Puerto Rican independence had ever been an option 
in Washington, it was no longer so by 1900. Although the 
route had yet to be decided, the United States was commit-
ted to digging an isthmian canal connecting the Atlantic and 
 Pacific oceans. Puerto Rico’s location between two main 

channels into the Caribbean made the island vital as a naval 
base. The Foraker Act of 1900 created a civil government in 
which Puerto Rican participation was checked by federal 
power. The people of the island elected the lower house of 
a legislature; an appointed “executive council”—half Puerto 
Ricans, half Americans—served as an upper house. The ap-
pointed governor held veto power over legislation although 
the assembly could override his veto by a two-thirds vote, 
that possibility was precluded by the Americans on the ex-
ecutive council.

The U.S. dollar replaced the peso; Puerto Rican products 
were exempted from the protective tariff; the Post Office 
Department took over the mails; and the work day for gov-
ernment employees, as in the United States, was limited 
to eight hours. Less popular (and unsuccessful) was the 
decision that English be the language of instruction in 
the public schools. Where Filipinos readily abandoned the 
Spanish language in favor of English, Puerto Ricans clung 
to Spanish. American hopes of cultural assimilation of 
Puerto Ricans were quickly dashed.

Nevertheless, in 1917, at the same time the Democratic 
Congress pledged the United States to Philippine indepen-
dence, it granted United States citizenship to Puerto Ricans. 
They had the same access to the states and the same rights 
there as a Kentuckian moving to California. This and the 
fact that Puerto Ricans living in the “organized but unin-
corporated” territory were not required to pay federal taxes 
accounted for the fact that independence never appealed to 
more than a small minority of the people.

Guam and Samoa had populations of less than 10,000 
each. They and several dot on the map American islands in 
the Pacific were administered by the U.S. Navy as if they were 
naval bases—which, indeed, was what they were.

THE AMERICAN EMPIRE
In the twenty-fi rst century, imperialism has become a dirty 
word. Calling a nation or a policy “imperialist” is the equiva-
lent of a sixteenth-century German peasant pointing to an 

By the end of the 1880s, the preservation of a Hawaii closely tied to the United States was a clearcut American policy.  During the 1890s, Republican 
party imperialists concluded that only by annexing the islands could American interests be assured.  The reason was the construction of the modern, 
steel, steam powered Navy.   Hawaii provided a superb naval base in its Pearl Harbor.  This photograph shows the dedication of a just-completed dry 
dock, big enough for a battleship, at Pearl Harbor.
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old woman boiling a pot of herbs and saying “witch.” But 
that has not always been the case, and it is important that we 
not think that we have everything right and the people of the 
past were always wrong.

Therefore, it is important to use a value-neutral defini-
tion of the word imperialism, such as, one country exercis-
ing hegemony—preponderant influence—over the political 
and economic affairs of other countries. There is no implica-
tion in this that imperialism is by nature a good thing or a 
bad thing nor as to whether the hegemonic relationship was 
forced by one country on another (like the annexation of the 
Philippines) or was the consequence of circumstances and 
events not particularly shaped by anyone.

So, while William McKinley is entitled to be called Amer-
ica’s first imperialist president, it is difficult to believe he 
began to understand the consequences of what his thought-
ful and energetic secretary of state, John Hay, was up to in his 
imperialistic foreign policy. As was the president’s political 
habit, McKinley fell in behind the parade with the loudest 
bands and the most flags. Theodore Roosevelt, who kept Hay 
on in the State Department, knew exactly what he was doing 
when he transformed the Caribbean into an American lake 
and developed naval bases in Hawaii, Samoa, and the Phil-
ippines that gave the United States a presence in the Pacific 
second to no other power. 

In 1907, Roosevelt sent sixteen battleships and various 
smaller vessels on a 43,000 mile voyage around the world. 
Painted white for the occasion, the flotilla made a mind-
boggling sight and was a great public relations success. How-
ever, naval experts knew that the ships of the Great White 
Fleet were somewhat obsolete. Japan, Britain, and Germany 
already had several larger, more powerful super-battleships 
called “dreadnoughts.” (The first American dreadnought 
was then nearing completion.)

The “Open Door”
The commercial prize in Asia was the Chinese Empire with 
a market of 160 million customers for Western manufactures 
and a backward economy ready for investment and profi teer-
ing. By 1899, China’s Qing (or Manchu) dynasty was tottering. 
Through a series of “unequal treaties” forced on the emperors, 
Britain, France, Russia, Japan, and Germany had carved out 
“spheres of infl uence” in different parts of the country where 
their citizens enjoyed commercial and political privileges.

For good reason—it had happened in southern Asia and 
Africa—John Hay feared that, on some small pretext, one 
or more of those nations would convert their spheres of 
influence into full-fledged colonies. In that case, American 
manufacturers would be shut out of the markets there and 
 American investors restricted in their activities.

In 1899 and 1900, in an attempt to forestall the partition 
of China into colonies, John Hay dispatched what came to 
be called the Open Door Notes to all the countries involved. 
The notes called on the imperialist powers to guarantee 
equal trading and investment rights to all nations within 
their spheres of interest and to guarantee China’s territorial 
integrity and political independence.

The Boxer Rebellion
Only Great Britain was genuinely friendly to the Open Door 
policy. The British had learned that the cost of governing a 
colony could be higher than the money to be made from it. 
The other imperial powers shilly-shallied around, each con-
ceding that it might accept the Open Door if the other na-
tions with spheres of infl uence did so fi rst. In July 1900, Hay 
outfoxed them by declaring that the Open Door had been 
accepted “in principle” by all concerned parties.

It was in the nick of time. In June, members of the Society 
of Righteous Harmonious Fists, or Boxers, an antiforeigner, 
anti-Christian movement, killed more than 200 foreigners and 
trapped 900 others and some Chinese Christians in the British 
legation. Eight nations, the five sphere of influence countries 
plus Italy, Austria-Hungary, and the United States, sent armies 
that eventually numbered more than 50,000 soldiers to rescue 
the besieged foreigners and suppress the rebellion.

Japan and Russia, two of the three chief targets of the 
Open Door Notes, provided the biggest contingents, 21,000 
soldiers from Japan, 13,000 from Russia. It is difficult to be-
lieve that, but for the Open Door policy (and the presence 
of troops from other nations), they would have left without 
cutting slices of the Chinese pie for their empero. Indeed, 
Russia and Japan went to war in 1904–1905 as to which 
nation would be paramount in Chinese Manchuria.

Yanqui Imperialismo
In March 1901, with American soldiers and marines still oc-
cupying parts of Cuba, Congress added several conditions to 
its three-year-old pledge of Cuban independence. The Platt 
Amendment (added to an army appropriations bill) stated 
that the United States would withdraw its troops from the 
island only when the Cuban government agreed to American 
supervision of its fi nances and foreign relations; to provide 
land suitable as an American naval base (what became Guan-
tanamo Bay); and agreed that “the United States may exercise 
the right to intervene [in the country] for the preservation 
of Cuban independence [and] the maintenance of a govern-
ment adequate for the protection of life, property, and indi-
vidual liberty.”

The uproar among Cuban nationalists was furious but, as 
they knew, futile. The American warships anchored in the 
harbors of Havana and Santiago were capable of leveling both 
cities. The United States had 120,000 troops in the Philippines 
that, with the insurrection dying, were ready for service in Cuba. 
The young Cuban government had two options: rebellion, prob-
able defeat, and likely annexation of Cuba as a colony; or accept-
ing the status of a protectorate—not a colony, but not a sovereign 
state either. The Cubans caved in and wrote the Platt Amend-
ment into the nation’s constitution.

The American humiliation of Cuba marked the begin-
ning of Latin American resentment of yanqui imperialismo,
a resentment that is far from dead today. Not that every 
 American interference in the affairs of the nations of the 
Caribbean was without its benefits. The governments of 
Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and Nicaragua were 
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 ineffective and unstable, the playthings of rival and often 
corrupt  caudillos—“strongmen.” 

Much as ordinary people resented the arrogance and bul-
lying of American troops (usually marines), as long as they 
were present, there was domestic peace, no small thing for a 
helpless peasant or day laborer.

There was, however, no semblance of a justification for 
Theodore Roosevelt’s encouragement of and collaboration 
in what he regarded as the greatest achievement of his presi-
dency, the taking of the Panama Canal Zone and the con-
struction of “the path between the seas.”

The Path Between the Seas
No sooner had Vasco Nuñez de Balboa discovered that Pan-
ama was a narrow isthmus than visionaries began to propose 
digging a ship canal across it to link the Atlantic and Pacifi c. 
Such an undertaking was a pipe dream until the nineteenth-
century when steam-powered excavators and railroads to 
remove the dirt and rock made it conceivable. In 1880, a 
French company won a concession from Colombia, of which 
Panama was a province, to construct a canal.

The French project was probably doomed from the start. 
Its designer, Ferdinand de Lesseps, insisted on a sea level 
canal (no locks) like the canal he had built across Suez. That 
soon proved impossible in mountainous Panama, and tropi-
cal diseases savaged supervisors and laborers in Panama. 
Three of five Frenchmen and women on the scene—high-
level employees who lived well—died of malaria or yellow 
fever. Mortality among West Indian pick and shovel workers 
was worse. As many as 22,000 died. By 1893, the construction 
company was bankrupt and work slowed nearly to a halt.

A long-standing American interest in a Central American 
canal was intensified during the war with Spain. The battle-
ship Oregon, based in San Francisco, was ordered to join the 
fleet assembling to attack the Spanish in Cuba. The Oregon
was sixty-seven days steaming the 12,000 miles around Cape 
Horn. Had there been a “path between the seas,” the voyage 
would have been but 4,000 miles and taken the Oregon less 
than three weeks.

Most American engineers disliked the Panama route. The ter-
rain was rugged. The Chagres River, that crossed the canal route 
fourteen times, flooded violently every year. And the world was 
horrified by the death toll of workers on the French project.

The engineers and, it seemed, Congress, favored digging 
the canal across Nicaragua. The crossing was longer, but 
ships would steam 50 miles on the Lake of Nicaragua and 
50 on navigable rivers. The terrain was gentler; in fact, the 
lowest pass across the Americas from Alaska to the Straits of 
Magellan was in Nicaragua. Malaria and yellow fever were 
a problem but not the scourges they were in Panama. In a 
straw vote in January 1902, the House of Representatives en-
dorsed the Nicaragua route.

Enter Bunau-Varilla
Already, however, one of the era’s greatest diplomatic ma-
nipulators was at work. Philippe Jean Bunau-Varilla repre-
sented the New Panama Canal Company that had inherited 

the  assets of the failed French company. The French had ex-
cavated 60 million cubic meters, but that ditch would still be 
there when the Colombian concession expired. The build-
ings the French had constructed were next to worthless, hav-
ing decayed after a decade of neglect. French equipment, 
largely obsolete anyway, had rusted into uselessness in the 
tropical humidity. 

Bunau-Varilla kept his distance from President Roosevelt. 
He was already flirting with scandal with his relentless court-
ship of congressmen and influential businessmen. His attor-
ney, William Nelson Cromwell, scored a propaganda coup 
against the Nicaragua route by distributing Nicaraguan post-
age stamps showing a smoking Mount Momotombo. What 
was a little high water on the Chagres River compared to the 
damage a volcano could do a canal?

In fact, Momotombo was dormant and, in any case, was 
some miles from the proposed canal. Nevertheless, days after 
the stamps were distributed to senators, they voted in favor 
of paying Bunau-Varilla’s company $40 million for its assets 
(Cromwell’s fee was $600,000) and building in Panama. 

There is no evidence of bribery, and Roosevelt was both 
incorruptible and too knowledgeable to be panicked by a 
picture on a postage stamp. Nevertheless, he enthusiastically 
backed the Panama route and hurriedly negotiated the Hay-
Herran Treaty, which paid Colombia $10 million and annual 
payments of $250,000 for control of a 10-mile-wide Ameri-
can “zone” across the isthmus.

“I Took the Canal Zone”
The project stalled when Colombia rejected the treaty, demand-
ing a $25 million payment. No doubt, corrupt Colombian 
politicians were dreaming of a bonanza in graft, but the higher 
price tag was not unreasonable. Bunau-Varilla’s company col-
lected $40 million for its virtually worthless assets. 

But Roosevelt’s hackles were up. Instead of paying the 
$25 million or turning to Nicaragua, he conspired through 
intermediaries with the resourceful and never-give-up Bunau-
Varilla to collaborate in a parody of a Panamanian war for in-
dependence. On November 2, 1903, Roosevelt dispatched war-
ships to Panamanian waters to warn the Colombians off. The 
next day, two Panamanian towns erupted in riots and Bunau-
Varilla’s local associates declared Panama’s independence. 
Four days later, the United States recognized the Republic of 
Panama. (It had taken the United States fifty years to recognize 
Haiti’s independence.) On November 18, the Panamanian for-
eign minister, none other than Phillippe Bunau-Varilla, signed 
a treaty that granted the United States perpetual use of a 10-
mile-wide zone through the middle of the new nation.

Roosevelt’s high-handed intervention in Panama was only 
the first of numerous presidential interventions in Latin 
American affairs. Ironically, they based their imperialism—
including the Platt Amendment—on the nation’s great anti-
imperialist statement, the Monroe Doctrine.

The Monroe Doctrine
In 1823, President James Monroe responded to a French and 
Russian threat to restore Spain’s former colonies to her by 



 declaring that the Americas were closed to further coloniza-
tion by European powers: “We should consider any attempt 
on their part to extend their system to any portion of this 
hemisphere as dangerous to our peace and safety.” In dip-
lomatic language, he stated that if any Old World power at-
tempted to establish or restore colonial authority over any 
American republic, the United States would consider it an 
act of war

In 1864, with the United States preoccupied with its 
Civil War, French Emperor Napoleon III defied the Mon-
roe Doctrine when he sent an army to Mexico to install an 
Austrian archduke on a throne. In 1865 President Andrew 
Johnson demanded the withdrawal of the French army. In 
1867, Napoleon did so although more because he feared war 
with Prussia back home than because he expected the United 
States, so soon after its terrible bloodletting, to mobilize a 
large army to march on Mexico.

In 1895, President Grover Cleveland cited the Monroe 
Doctrine when he pressured Great Britain to submit a dis-
pute with Venezuela over unpaid loans to an independent 
arbitrator rather than invade the country. In 1902, Venezuela 
was in money trouble again, with German and Italian as well 

as British creditors. Ships from the three nations blockaded 
the coast; the next year, a German warship bombarded a 
Venezuelan port. Roosevelt protested and informed the 
German ambassador that the American Caribbean fleet 
would respond to further violence.

That crisis passed, but Roosevelt worried that his diplo-
matic success in Venezuela was encouraging other govern-
ments in the region to neglect repayment of their debts in 
the belief that the United States Navy would protect them 
from European warships. If a Caribbean republic defaulted, 
he feared, a multinational European operation would be too 
much for the United States to handle.

The Roosevelt Corollary
The most worrisome case was the Dominican Republic, the 
Spanish-speaking country that shared the island of Hispan-
iola with Haiti. General Ulises Heureaux, dictator between 
1882 and 1899, had brought political stability, in part, by bor-
rowing heavily in France, the Netherlands, Italy, Germany, 
and from an American fi rm with friends in Washington. The 
Dominican foreign debt was $32 million, a whopping sum 
for a nation of just 650,000 people.

Tawdry as the acquisition of the Canal Zone was, constructing it was one of the most glorious feats of engineering and 
organization of all time. This photograph indicates how much rock and earth had to be excavated. Gigantic 95-ton 
Bucyrus steam shovels picked up 5 cubic yards (about 8 tons) with each scoop. The organizational problem was getting 
the spoil out of the way so that the shovels—sixty-eight at one point—could work continuously. In one “cut,” twelve 
parallel railways on terraces as here removed the rock and dirt twenty-four hours a day.
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In 1904, with the Dominican Republic uppermost in mind, 
the president proclaimed what came to be called the “Roos-
evelt Corollary” to the Monroe Doctrine. His object was to 
assure European creditors that military action was not neces-
sary to guarantee repayment of their loans. He placated—so 
he pretended—Latin American countries governed “with 
reasonable efficiency and decency in social and political 
matters” by saying that they “need fear no interference from 
the United States.” However, in countries guilty of “chronic 
wrongdoing”—failure to repay loans on time and political 
disorder—the United States would be forced, “however re-
luctantly, in flagrant cases of such wrongdoing or impotence, 
to the exercise of an international police power.”

The Roosevelt Corollary was insulting. Roosevelt was tell-
ing the “dagos” (as, in private, he called Latin Americans) 
that they were children in need of stern supervision by their 
Anglo-Saxon big brother from the north. Roosevelt’s defend-
ers point out that he had little wiggle room in the matter. 
The alternative to preemptive American intervention was 
intervention by European powers that could lead easily to 
permanent occupation.

Interventions
Roosevelt’s fi rst application of his corollary was not military. 
In 1905, the Dominican president agreed to put the collec-
tion of the country’s customs duties in American hands, 
ensuring that the repayment of foreign debts was a high pri-

ority. The arrangement had its benefi ts for the Dominicans. 
It reduced corrupt diversions of government funds and freed 
the government for other tasks. The United States insurance 
policy also encouraged a surge of badly needed American 
investment in the Dominican Republic but that too had 
its downside. A disproportionate number of the country’s 
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MAP 35:1 The American Lake: The United States in the Caribbean. For more than three decades, the U.S. intervened at 
will in Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, and (with mortifying consequences) Mexico. Not every intervention was 
without justification, but “Big Brother’s” arrogance and economic hegemony left a legacy of anti-Americanism in the region that
is with us today.

Muscle-Man for Big Business
In 1933, recently retired Marine Corps General Smedley 
Butler looked back on his long career with something less 
than pride.

I spent thirty- three years and four months in active 
military service as a member of this country’s most 
agile military force, the Marine Corps . . . and during 
that period, I spent most of my time being a high class 
muscle-man for Big Business, for Wall Street and for 
the Bankers. In short, I was a racketeer, a gangster for 
capitalism. . . .

I helped make Mexico, especially Tampico, safe for 
American oil interests in 1914. I helped make Haiti and 
Cuba a decent place for the National City Bank boys to 
collect revenues in. . . . I helped purify Nicaragua for 
the international banking house of Brown Brothers in 
1909–1912. . . . I brought light to the Dominican Republic 
for American sugar interests in 1916.



ranches and sugar plantations fell into the hands of American 
speculators who were interested in profi ts, not the welfare of 
Dominicans. And the fact that the interveners were not sol-
diers but coat-and-necktie bureaucrats did little to alleviate 
the insult to Domincan patriotism.

Also in 1905, several hundred marines were sent into 
Honduras. They departed within a few months, but it was 
only the first of five times the United States responded to 
internal problems in that country with uninvited invasions. 
In 1908, troops crossed the line from the Canal Zone into 
Panama to put down riots (the first of four interventions in 
that country). 

In 1910, Roosevelt’s successor, William Howard Taft, who 
had hoped not to employ “gunboat diplomacy,” intervened 
in Nicaragua and, in 1912, he sent troops into Cuba to help 
crush an uprising of sugar plantation workers. 

These were small operations, as most American inter-
ventions of the 1910s and 1920s were. The marines num-
bered only in the hundreds, with specific objectives, and 
departed quickly. They were also so frequent, however, as to 
arouse increasing Latin American resentment of American 
arrogance.

Occupations
In several instances, interventions became extended occupa-
tions by marines numbering in the thousands. In 1906, cit-
ing the Platt Amendment, Roosevelt responded to threats of 
civil war in Cuba by “sending in the marines.” They stayed 
for three years. (The Marine Corps, not the army, did most of 
the dirty work in the Caribbean because they were the navy’s 
ground troops, aboard ship and always ready for action.) In 
1912, President Taft intervened in Nicaragua and the troops 
stayed until 1925; they were gone less than a year when they 
returned for six more years.

The two longest occupations were in Haiti (1915–1934) 
and the Dominican Republic (1916–1924). They were 
launched by a Democratic president, Woodrow Wilson, who 
was on record as opposing colonialism, imperialism, and 
gunboat diplomacy. It was Wilson who signed the bill giving 
Puerto Ricans citizenship and promising independence to 
the Philippines. 

His reason for abandoning his own principles was the 
great war that broke out in Europe in August 1914—World 
War I—and which was to become Wilson’s obsession. Wilson 
learned that German diplomats had made overtures to politi-
cal groups in both countries to exploit the endemic instability 
in both to put pro-German governments in power. Haiti and 
the Domican Republic would have provided submarine bases 
superbly located for raiding British and—a real possibility by 
1916—American shipping. Once there, the American troops 
stayed.

It is a mistake to imagine that all Cubans, Nicaraguans, Do-
minicans, and Haitians seethed with anger over the American 
occupations. Some political factions in each country maneu-
vered to curry American favor for their own benefit. As a rule, 
the marines did not brutalize ordinary people as indigenous 
armies and police often did. The common  people enjoyed 

 social stability, a rare commodity in the region. Nevertheless, 
as the American government was to recognize in 1930, what 
Theodore Roosevelt started earned the United States an un-
fortunately deserved reputation for bullying the weak.

THE UNHAPPY PRESIDENCY OF
WILLIAM HOWARD TAFT
In 1908, Roosevelt was unable to persuade Congress to act on 
any of his legislative proposals. The Republicans had big ma-
jorities in both houses but most of them were “Old Guard” 
conservatives who had obliged the president only when they 
were afraid of him. But Roosevelt was a “lame duck.” Four 
years earlier, celebrating the victory of 1904—Roosevelt 
had declared that “a wise custom which limits the President 
to two terms regards the substance and not the form, and 
under no circumstances will I be a candidate for or accept 
another nomination.” Having served three and a half years 
of McKinley’s term, he considered himself a two-term presi-
dent in “substance.”

Picking a Successor
Did he regret his decision come 1908? He was only 50 and as 
energetic and healthy as he had ever been. (Which was not all 
that healthy. TR had had heart problems since boyhood. He 
discreetly carried nitroglycerin pills to pop when suddenly 
hit by attacks of angina pectoris.) His personal popularity 
was undiminished. Had he announced he had changed his 
mind about running, he would have won a third term easily.

There is no evidence he had second thoughts. Roosevelt 
had interests other than politics or, at least, he thought he 
did. He had been mulling over a trip to East Africa to mas-
sacre lions, elephants, rhinoceroses, and other creatures that 
could not be bagged in the United States. (It was the golden 
age of the “great white hunter.”) He was content to be the 
only president since Andrew Jackson in a position to hand-
pick his successor.

His first choice was Secretary of War William Howard Taft 
who would have prefered to decline the honor and wait for 
the next vacancy on the Supreme Court. But his ambitious 
brother and his wife were dazzled by Roosevelt’s offer. They 
browbeat the always obliging Taft to accept the nomination. 
He would regret his decision.

But not in November. Taft easily defeated a now shopworn 
William Jennings Bryan, running for a third time with no 
cause like free silver or anti-imperialism to preach. The silver 
issue was a dead letter, even among farmers. Prosperity had 
returned to American farms as food exports to Europe soared. 
Thanks in no small part to Taft’s successful governorship of 
the Philippines, anti-imperialism, once a powerful move-
ment, had become the cause of a ragged fringe.

“I think that it is very rare,” Roosevelt said in endorsing 
Taft, “that two public men have ever been so much as one 
in all the essentials of their public beliefs.” This was hyper-
bolic, but Taft had been loyal to Roosevelt and his policies. 
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The difficulty of the succession was the radical difference in 
style between the bombastic, aggressive Roosevelt and the 
phlegmatic, accommodating Taft. Roosevelt was aware of the 
difficulties Taft faced following his act on stage. He departed 
on his African safari immediately after Taft’s inauguration so 
that the new president would have the spotlight to himself.

The Tariff
Taft continued antitrust prosecutions throughout his term. 
His administration initiated ninety suits in four years, twice 
as many as the trustbusters in almost eight. But Taft won no 
plaudits from progressives for his efforts because, almost im-
mediately after taking offi ce, he stumbled over an issue that 
Roosevelt had danced around—the tariff.

In 1909, the Dingley Tariff had been in effect for twelve 
years. Enacted by a Republican Congress in 1897, it taxed im-
ports at, on average, 46.5 percent. That is, an English-made 
pair of boots that could have been sold profitably in Chicago 
for $10 had to be priced, because of the tariff, at almost $15. 

Only a few American industries needed “protection” 
from foreign competition to survive by 1909. In the “infant 

 industries” of the era—electrical equipment, telephones, 
typewriters—American manufacturers undersold Europe-
ans with superior products throughout the world market, 
charging less abroad than, thanks to the Dingley Tariff, they 
charged Americans at home. Half the streetcars in British 
cities were American made. American steelmakers regularly 
won big contracts for naval armor in Britain by underbid-
ding British mills. The United States navy, thanks to the tar-
iff, paid a big premium for its ships.

The Democrats had never ceased to call for lower duties. 
During Roosevelt’s presidency, they were joined in Congress 
by progressive midwestern Republicans. Roosevelt side-
stepped the issue because, if he defended the Dingley tariff, 
he would lose his progressive supporters; if he advocated a 
reduction of rates, he would alienate conservative Republi-
cans, the majority of the party.

Taft was a better progressive on the issue than TR but, un-
surprisingly, a woefully worse politician. As one of his first 
presidential acts in 1909, he called Congress into special session 
for the purpose of lowering duties. The House of Representa-
tives wrote a moderate reduction of the tariff. In the  Senate, 

Yellow Fever

One benign consequence of American imperialism was 
the confirmation by an army doctor in Cuba, Major Wal-
ter Reed, that yellow fever was transmitted by mosquitoes 
and his development of a procedure to control and even 
eliminate the disease.

Yellow fever (called vomito negro in Spanish-speaking 
countries) originated in Africa and was brought to the 
Americas in slave ships. Most people who contracted it 
recovered, but the mortality rate was high and the disease 
was especially terrifying because it came to an area myste-
riously in epidemics and then mysteriously disappeared. 
There were serious outbreaks in the cities of the North-
east between 1793 and 1798, in Virginia in 1855, and in 
Memphis in 1878. It was a more frequent visitor in the 
Caribbean. Yellow fever more than any other single cause 
was the undoing of the large French army sent to defeat 
rebels in Haiti in 1802. It was particularly lethal in Cuba. It 
is estimated that during the nineteenth century, 10 percent 
of the island’s population died of it. 

Doctors were mystified by the cause of the disease and 
assumed that it was contracted by coming into direct con-
tact with an infected person. In 1881, a Cuban physician, 
Carlos Finlay, observed that epidemics in Havana coin-
cided with mosquito seasons and conducted experiments 
that indicated all but conclusively that vomito negro was 
transmitted from person to person not by direct contact 
but by mosquito bites. Finlay’s findings were ignored until 
1900 when Major Reed confirmed his theory.

Reed put hundreds of soldiers to work patrolling every 
street in Havana. They forcibly removed infected people to 

quarantine in hospitals where they died or survived but, be-
cause the windows of the buildings were tightly screened, 
mosquitoes could not bite them and move on to others with 
the virus. On Reed’s orders, the soldiers dumped or smashed 
every receptacle where water collected (mosquitoes repro-
duce in still water) and poured kerosene on ponds. The sol-
diers being the roughnecks they were and many habaneros
resisting the removal of ailing family members and furious 
when their pottery was broken, incidents of Cubans left 
bleeding and bruised (and furiously anti-American) were 
numerous. But Reed’s program could not have been carried 
out except by soldiers carrying rifles with bayonets fixed and 
acting arbitrarily.

The program’s success astonished even the army. Yellow 
fever disappeared from Havana within three months. 
Reed’s methods were then employed in Panama where the 
disease had killed between 10,000 and 20,000 employees 
of the defunct French canal company. The disease was 
virtually eradicated on the isthmus. Reed and the Panama 
Canal authority had a stroke of luck that was understood 
only later. In the Western Hemisphere, only one genus of 
mosquito, Haemagogus, transmitted the yellow fever virus. 
Unless Haemagogus was widely dispersed by powerful 
winds, the insects passed their entire life spans within a 
very small area. By killing the larvae and quarantining in-
fected people in a locality, the disease could be controlled 
in that locality with comparative ease.

Today, there is an effective vaccine for the disease. Nev-
ertheless, the World Health Organization estimates that 
200,000 people in tropical areas die of it every year.
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“Conquerors of Yellow 
Fever,” a painting of an 
imagined scene of circa 
1900 commemorating the 
U.S. Army’s extirpation of 
Yellow Fever in Havana and 
sharp reduction in the curse 
of malaria in the occupied 
island. Cuban physician 
Dr. Carlos Finlay (left, in 
civilian clothes), U.S. Army 
surgeon Dr. Walter Reed 
(center) and others observe 
as Dr. Jesse LaZear inoculates 
Dr. James Carroll for yellow 
fever in Cuba after the 
Spanish American War.

however, a master of political manipulation and high-tariff 
man, Nelson Aldrich of Rhode Island, arranged to have 800 
amendments attached to the bill. Because tariff legislation was 
so complex, full of highly technical language and long tables of 
numbers, it was not clear to many before the bill was law that 
the Payne-Aldrich Tariff actually raised duties on more than 
200 of the items. Aldrich feigned innocence, pointing out that 
Payne-Aldrich lowered duties in 650 categories. This was rub-
bing it in (another Aldrich specialty) for the significant reduc-
tions were on agricultural products and gewgaws.

To rub it in a bit more, Aldrich removed all duties and 
other restrictions on imports of fine art, a savings of inter-
est only to millionaire art collectors like J. P. Morgan, Henry 
Clay Frick, Andrew Mellon, and Aldrich himself.

Taft’s Blunders
Taft could have vetoed Payne-Aldrich, sending the tariff back 
to Congress with specifi c instructions for changes. But that 
act called for a hard-nosed president who liked a good fi ght, 
an Andrew Jackson or a Theodore Roosevelt. Taft was noth-
ing of the kind. He was a political regular who was more 

comfortable with other regulars like Aldrich and uneasy with 
Republican progressive crusaders like LaFollette and Jona-
than Dolliver of Iowa. Five members of his cabinet were cor-
poration lawyers who were, of course, high-tariff men who 
understood the political risks of approving Payne-Aldrich 
less than Taft did.

He concocted what he hoped was a split-the-difference 
compromise. He signed the Payne-Aldrich bill while an-
nouncing his support for a progressive project, a constitu-
tional amendment to permit the enactment of a graduated 
income tax. (It was ratified in 1913 as the Sixteenth Amend-
ment.) But then Taft blundered. In Minnesota, a progressive 
stronghold, he described the Payne-Aldrich Act as “the best 
tariff that the Republican party ever passed.”

In March 1910, Taft blundered again when he backed 
Speaker of the House Joseph Cannon when progressive Re-
publicans and Democrats introduced a resolution to destroy 
the Speaker’s dictatorial control of the powerful House Rules 
Committee. There was nothing to be gained in taking Cannon’s 
side. The dispute was, as the constitutional lawyer Taft knew 
very well, a congressional matter in which the president had 
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no business meddling. Nor was there anything to be gained 
politically. Congressmen feared Cannon but did not like him. 
He was arrogant, foul-mouthed, and frequently drunk. In-
deed, enough Republican moderates supported the resolution 
to adopt it. The progressives announced their opposition to 
the administration, calling themselves “Insurgents.”

Return the Conquering Hero
In the spring of 1910, former president Roosevelt was 
still in Europe. In Norway, he delivered the Nobel Peace 
Prize speech he had been unable to deliver in 1906. He 
was preparing to return home when the king of England, 
Edward VII, died. At Taft’s behest, he represented the 
United States at the funeral. 

To all appearances, president and vice president were on 
the best of terms. Roosevelt had not commented on Taft’s 
problems with the tariff and the Cannon affair. He may well 
have sympathized with Taft’s mistakes had it not been for the 
president’s dismissal of his close friend Gifford Pinchot as 
head of the Forest Service.

The Pinchot-Ballinger Affair began when, with Taft’s ap-
proval, Secretary of the Interior Richard Ballinger released 
to private developers several hydroelectric sites that Roos-
evelt and Pinchot had declared off limits. Ballinger’s stated 
grounds for the action were some irregularities in the res-
ervation procedure. In a memorandum to Taft, Pinchot ac-
cused Ballinger of selling out to the kind of greedy exploit-
ers that conservationism was designed to foil. When Taft 
sided with Ballinger, Pinchot “leaked” the story, complete 
with documents, to Collier’s magazine, which was still in the 
muckraking business. Taft fired him, and Pinchot caught the 
first steamer to Europe to vent his fury to Roosevelt.

When TR returned to the United States in June, he ex-
changed only the curtest greetings with the president. In his 

first speeches on behalf of Republican congressional candi-
dates, he ignored or played down the split between Old Guard 
and Insurgent Republicans. Then, at Ossawatomie, Kansas, in 
September, Roosevelt outlined a comprehensive program of 
progressive reform that he called the “New Nationalism.”

Roosevelt endorsed woman suffrage, a federal minimum 
wage for female workers, national abolition of child labor, 
strict limitations on the power of courts to issue injunctions 
in labor disputes, and a national social insurance scheme 
much like today’s Social Security system. Proposing a legisla-
tive program as if he were a president addressing Congress 
was an insult to Taft. Roosevelt made the split explicit when 
he demanded that a commission set tariff rates “scientifically.” 
Several of Roosevelt’s associates spoke of nominating him in 
opposition to Taft at the Republican convention in 1912.

Challenging Taft
The gossip angered Taft; it depressed Robert La Follette. The 
senator had stated his own intentions to seek the Republican 
nomination. He sent mutual friends to ask Roosevelt of his 
plans, implying (none too happily) that he would drop out if 
TR wanted to run. Roosevelt responded that he was not in-
terested in returning to the White House. Relieved, in Janu-
ary 1912, La Follette organized the Progressive Republican 
League to promote his candidacy.

In fact, Roosevelt was itching to run. When, in March, 
La Follette collapsed while making a speech, Roosevelt an-
nounced almost immediately, “my hat is in the ring.”

La Follette was not ill; he had been exhausted from 
overwork; and he never forgave TR for using him as a 
stalkinghorse. Fighting Bob was no match for the old 
master when it came to stirring up progressive activists, 
and his campaign fell apart. Roosevelt swept most of the 
thirteen state primary elections, winning 278 convention 
delegates to Taft’s 48 and La Follette’s 36. 

If La Follette was beaten, Taft was not. He had a powerful 
weapon in his arsenal, control of the party organization. As 

Gifford Pinchot of Pennsylvania. A patrician, America’s first professional 
forester, and Theodore Roosevelt’s intimate friend, Pinchot’s battle 
with President Taft led directly to Theodore Roosevelt’s break with his 
successor and his decision to run as the Progressive Party presidential 
candidate in 1912.
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Showing Rockfeller up
Progressives who believed they were striking a blow against the 
wealthy by breaking up trusts were deluding themselves. When 
the Supreme Court ordered the greatest of the monopolies, 
Standard Oil, broken up into smaller “competitive” companies, 
John D. Rockefeller was playing golf with a Catholic priest when 
the news was brought to him. He advised the priest to put any 
savings he had into Standard stock, and it was good advice. The 
“busting” of Standard multiplied Rockefeller’s personal fortune 
by several times. Between January and October 1912, shares in 
the companies carved out of Rockefeller’s trust rose from 360 to 
595 (Standard of New Jersey, now Exxon); 260 to 580 (Standard 
of New York, now Mobil); and 3,500 to 95,000 (Standard of 
Indiana, now Amoco). As of this writing, no one has detected 
good old American free competition in the oil industry.



president, he had appointed Republicans to lucrative govern-
ment jobs, wedding their careers to his own success. Most im-
portant were convention delegates from the southern states. 
Republicans won few elections in the South; for many south-
ern Republicans, the only point of the party was the federal ap-
pointments at the president’s disposal: to jobs as postmasters, 
customs collectors, agricultural agents, and the like. Southern 
delegates to the Republican convention were, therefore, Taft 
delegates. Along with northeastern conservatives, they out-
numbered the delegates Roosevelt won in the primaries.

The Taft forces demonstrated their control of the convention 
when they awarded 235 of 254 disputed seats to Taft. Roos-
evelt’s supporters shouted “Fraud!” and walked out to orga-
nize the Progressive party, or, as it was nicknamed for the battle 
with the Republican elephant and the Democratic donkey, the 
Bull Moose party. (In a backhanded reference to Taft’s obesity, 
Roosevelt said that he was “as strong as a bull moose.”)

WOODROW WILSON’S
PROGRESSIVISM
In one piece, the Republican party was the nation’s majority 
party. Split into two, it was vulnerable, and the Democrats 
smelled victory. When they assembled in Baltimore in 1912, 
there was an abundance of would-be nominees. 

Southern states played a special role in Democratic con-
ventions too. Because the South usually delivered all its elec-
toral votes to the Democratic candidate, the southern states 
were given a virtual veto on the nomination. A candidate 
needed to win not a simply majority but two-thirds of the 
delegates. No one solidly opposed by southern Democrats 
could be nominated.

In 1912, several Democratic hopefuls were southerners so 
the southern delegates were divided. For forty-five ballots, 
none of half a dozen candidates approached the two-thirds 
mark. William Jennings Bryan, rather pathetically, hoped 
that the party would turn to him as a compromise candidate. 
As a three-time loser, however, Bryan was not very attractive. 

Wilsonian Horseplay
Austere and ministerial in public, Woodrow Wilson was 
playful in his personal life. On the morning after marrying his 
second wife in 1915, he was observed dancing in a White 
House corridor while singing, “Oh, you beautiful doll.” His 
daughters (by his first wife) gave no evidence of a repressive 
Calvinist upbringing. They once amused themselves in the 
White House by joining tourists incognito and commenting 
loudly on the homeliness and vulgarity of the president’s 
daughters.

Woodrow Wilson’s New Freedom was not as radical or systematic as Theodore Roosevelt’s New Nationalism. This favorable 
cartoon depicts him (with William Jennings Bryan backing him up) as little more than a good government progressive, an honest 
cop set on rooting out graft. As president, Wilson would move beyond honesty in government, even adopting as his own social 
reforms that TR had proposed.
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When he faced up to that fact, he used what influence he had 
left to turn the convention to the southern-born governor of 
New Jersey, Woodrow Wilson. 

A Moral, Unbending Man
Woodrow Wilson’s rise in politics really was meteoric. He 
was a college professor who, in 1902, became president of 
 Princeton University, the fi rst non-minister to hold that post.

Actually, Wilson had a lot of the Presbyterian clergyman in 
him. His father and both grandfathers had been ministers. So 
was his wife’s father. He was raised to observe an unbending 
Calvinist morality, and to be acutely sensitive to the struggle 
between good and evil in the world. Wilson had his light side. 
He was an affectionate father, an avid football and baseball 
fan, and—unusual; the movies were still largely a working-
class entertainment—a film buff. In public, however, Wilson 
was formal, sometimes icy.

As late as 1910, Wilson was still an educator, albeit an 
honored one. When he clashed with Princeton alumni, his 
academic career looked to be over. So it was a godsend when 
New Jersey’s Democratic party, under attack for corruption, 
asked him, because of his upright public image, to run for 
governor. To everyone’s surprise except Wilson’s, who attrib-
uted the outcome of elections to God’s will, he won. His upset 
victory made him a national figure overnight—a Democratic 
progressive.

The Election of 1912
In fact, Wilson was less a social reformer than a good govern-
ment progressive. He set about cleaning up New Jersey’s state 
bureaucracy and the Democratic party. Like Teddy Roosevelt 
in New York a decade earlier, Wilson was soon at odds with 
the party bosses. They were pleased when he decided to seek 
the presidency and delighted when he won the nomination. 
They were glad to be rid of him.

With Taft and Roosevelt dividing the Republican vote be-
tween them, Wilson won easily in the electoral college with 
only 42 percent of the popular vote. His campaign program 
(called the “New Freedom”) was just on the progressive side 
of middle of the road. He called for a lower tariff, as Demo-
cratic candidates always did, and for intensified prosecution 
of trusts. Roosevelt, in his four years out of office, had con-
cluded that business consolidation was inevitable in mod-
ern industrial society so that trustbusting was reactionary. 
The point was that the federal government had the power 
to regulate corporate operations—even direct them—in the 
public interest. Wilson called this a dangerous concentration 
of government power; there was still a good deal of the states 
rights southerner in him.

Tariffs, Taxes, and Trusts
President Wilson was an Anglophile. Before he became a poli-
tician, he vacationed in Great Britain most summers. He ad-
mired the British and Canadian parliamentary system in which 
the head of government, the prime minister, is himself a mem-
ber of Parliament. There was no altering the  constitutional 

separation of powers, but Wilson addressed Congress in per-
son, which no president had done for a century.

Wilson’s brief speech was aimed less at persuading con-
gressmen than at inspiring their constituents to put the heat 
on them, and it worked. A number of Democratic senators 
who were dragging their feet on tariff revision fell into line. 
The Underwood-Simmons Tariff reduced Payne-Aldrich 
rates by 15 percent and put iron, steel, woolens, and farm 
machinery on the free list.

That meant reduced government revenue. To make up the 
loss, Wilson called for a corporate and a personal income tax. 
The personal tax was not high by present standards. People 
who earned less than $4,000 a year paid nothing. On annual 
incomes between $4,000 and $20,000, a tidy sum in 1913, 
the rate was only 1 percent. People in the highest bracket, 
$500,000 and up, paid only 7 percent.

In 1914, Congress enacted new antitrust legislation. The 
Clayton Antitrust Act fined corporations for business prac-
tices that stifled competition. It forbade interlocking direc-
torates (the same men sitting on the boards of competing 
companies and coordinating policies), and declared that 
officers of corporations would be held personally respon-
sible for offenses committed by their companies. Congress 
also created the Federal Trade Commission to supervise the 
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MAP 35:2 Presidential Election, 1912. Woodrow Wilson 
won only 42 percent of the popular vote in 1912. Only in the 
elections of 1824 and 1860 (also four-candidate contests) 
was a president elected with a smaller share of the vote. 
However, with Republicans split down the middle, Wilson won 
a landslide in the electoral college. President Taft won only 
two states, Vermont and Utah, and was less humiliated than 
relieved. He hated being president. The Socialist party’s high-
water mark was 1912; Eugene V. Debs won 6 percent of the 
popular vote, one vote for every four cast for Taft.



activities of the trusts, more a New Nationalism than a New 
Freedom innovation. 

The Federal Reserve System
The Federal Reserve Act of 1913 was designed to hobble the 
power of Wall Street by giving the federal government a say 
in banking. The law established 12 regional Federal Reserve 
Banks which dealt not directly with people but with other 
banks. The Federal Reserve System was owned by private 
bankers who were required to deposit 6 percent of their capi-
tal in it. However, the president appointed the majority of 
the directors, who sat in Washington, theoretically putting 
the government in control of the money supply.

The greatest power of the Federal Reserve System was its 
control of the discount rate, the level of interest at which 
money is loaned to other banks for lending to private inves-
tors and buyers. By lowering the discount rate, the Federal 
Reserve board could stimulate investment and economic ex-
pansion in slow times. By raising the rate, the Federal Reserve 
could cool down an overactive economy that threatened to 
blow up in inflation and financial panic.

The Federal Reserve System did more systematically and 
openly what the notorious J. P. Morgan had done in several 
dramatic incidents. (Morgan died in 1913.) But it did not hob-
ble powerful banks like the House of Morgan. Representatives 
of the big private New York banks sat on the Federal Reserve 
Board. Nevertheless, the system, still in place today, held the 
great banks accountable. There would never again be a J. P. 
Morgan, a single man with such immense financial power that 
the government had to go to him to put the lid on crises.

Wilson Changes Direction
The Democrats retained majorities in House and Senate after 
the congressional elections of 1914, but many Bull Moosers 
who had lost their seats in the House in the Republican party 
split in 1912 regained them—as Republicans. It was obvi-
ous to the president and Democratic strategists that if the 

president were to survive the election of 1916 against a re-
united Republican party, the Democrats had to woo progres-
sives who had voted for Teddy Roosevelt in 1912.

In order to do so, Wilson agreed to back New National-
ist social legislation that he had warned against in 1912 and 
as late as 1914. He did not like laws that favored any special 
interest group, farmers any more than bankers. However, in 
order to win support in the Midwest, where progressive Re-
publicans were strongest, he agreed to the Federal Farm Loan 
Act of 1916, which provided low-cost credit to farmers. Early 
in his administration, Wilson had opposed a child-labor law 
on constitutional grounds. In 1916, he signed the Keating-
Owen Act, which severely restricted the employment of chil-
dren in most jobs.

The Adamson Act required that railroads put their work-
ers on an eight-hour day with no reduction in pay. Wilson 
even moderated his approval of Jim Crow legislation al-
though, during his first years as president, Washington took 
on the racial character of a southern city that it had not had 
during the long era of Republican supremacy. Despite his 
lifelong opposition to woman suffrage, the president began 
to encourage the states to enfranchise women; he hinted that 
he would support a constitutional amendment that would 
guarantee the right nationwide.

Wilson, anticipating that Theodore Roosevelt might well win 
the 1916 Republican nomination with no Republican incum-
bent able to use the patronage against him, had co-opted much 
of TR’s New Nationalism. It is impossible to say how effective 
his change of direction would have been in 1916 because, by 
the summer of that year, domestic reform was no longer the 
issue on voters’ minds. Simultaneous with the enactment of 
Wilson’s New Freedom and much of TR’s New Nationalism, 
the great powers of Europe had tumbled into the bloodiest war 
in history. Theodore Roosevelt was still Wilson’s great rival—
the two men despised one another personally—but was a war 
hawk while Wilson, reluctantly in 1916, was the candidate 
pledged to keeping the United States out of the conflict.
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few days before Wilson’s inauguration in 1913, 
an aide reminded him of difficulties in Ameri-
can relations with Mexico. Wilson remarked, “It 
would be the irony of fate if my administration 
had to deal chiefly with foreign affairs.”

Wilson did not fear such a challenge. His self-confidence—
his belief that God guided him—was sturdy enough to encom-
pass more than foreign policy. He once said: “I am sorry for 
those who disagree with me, because I know they are wrong.” 

However, except for his dislike Theodore Roosevelt’s bully-
ing in Latin America, Wilson had never paid much attention 
to the snarls of international relations. That he appointed as 
Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan, for whose intel-
lect he had no respect, indicates how little he expected to be 
troubled by other nations.

WILSON, THE WORLD, AND
MEXICO
The president took pride in the fact that American popula-
tion, industrial might, and wealth ranked the United States 
at the pinnacle of nations. He believed that the United 
States was uniquely blessed by the two oceans that insu-
lated the country from other great powers. The Atlantic 
and Pacifi c meant that the United States needed no large 

standing army such as, by 1912, every country in Europe 
maintained. Founded on ideals rather than on tribalism 
and territory, the United States could and should act in ac-
cordance with high principles, Wilson believed, not narrow 
self-interest.

Moral Assumptions
Wilson intended to depart from the foreign policies of his 
three Republican predecessors: McKinley, Roosevelt, and 
Taft. He disliked McKinley’s colonialism and pushed for 
Puerto Rican citizenship and a fi rm commitment to Philip-
pine independence. In 1919, he unsuccessfully asked Con-
gress to liberate the Philippines immediately.

Wilson criticized Roosevelt’s bullying in the Caribbean 
by stating that his administration would deal with all coun-
tries “upon terms of equality and honor.” As a progressive 
Democrat who looked on Wall Street with a jaundiced eye 
(he appointed no corporation lawyers to his first cabinet), 
he rejected Taft’s “dollar diplomacy.” Shortly after taking 
office, Wilson pointedly withdrew the government’s en-
couragement of an investment scheme in China because 
endorsement implied the United States would be obliged to 
intervene if the investors’ money was threatened. To Wilson, 
high-rolling speculators were welcome to gamble on making 
big profits in Chinese railroads, Guatemalan bananas, or real 
estate in Timbuctoo. But the risks were theirs. The United 

Chapter 36

Over There
The United States and World War I
1914–1918

Good Lord! You’re not going to send soldiers over there, are you?
—Senator Thomas S. Martin

The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace must be planted upon the 
tested foundations of political liberty. We have no selfish ends to serve. We desire 
no conquest, no dominion. We seek no indemnities for ourselves, no material 
compensation for the sacrifices we shall freely make.

—President Woodrow Wilson
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States government would not write them an insurance policy 
against losses.

Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan leaned toward 
pacifism. He believed that only defensive wars could be 
justified and that nations on the brink of war could work 
out their differences peacefully if they “cooled off.” Wilson’s 
views were much the same. He approved Bryan’s negotiation 
of conciliation treaties with thirty nations. The signatories 
pledged that in the event of a dispute, they would delay de-
claring war for one year. Bryan believed that, in that time, a 
peaceful resolution of the conflict would be found. (All of 
the nations of Europe except Germany and Austria-Hungary 
signed Bryan’s treaties.)

Wilson’s good intentions were complicated by personal as-
sumptions and prejudices he shared with most Americans, 
most notably the hated Roosevelt. Wilson was a racist. He 
was not a redneck apt to join a lynch mob. Wilson was of 
the southern social class that abhorred the violence of “white 
trash.” He was kindly and generous toward the few African 
Americans with whom he came into contact and minded his 
manners very well when receiving mixed-race ambassadors 
from Latin American nations. But he did not believe that 
non-Caucasians were the equals of whites. The academic 
world from which he came regarded race as a fundamen-
tal determinant of a people’s intelligence, character, moral 
sense, and energy.

And Wilson had more than a little of the missionary in 
him, the kind of missionary who, when he could not persuade 
others to do things the right way by setting a good example, 
forced them—“for their own good”—to do so. “We are cho-
sen, and prominently chosen,” he said, “to show the way to 
the nations of the world how they shall walk in the paths 
of liberty.” And so, while he had criticized Taft for sending 
marines into Nicaragua in 1912, he did not withdraw them. 
In 1915, he applied the Roosevelt Corollary (never using the 
name) when he ordered American troops into Haiti and the 
Dominican Republic. And twice, with no cooling-off period, 
intervened in Mexico’s civil war in ways bearing little resem-
blance to equality and honor.

¡Viva Madero! ¡Viva Huerta! 
¡Viva Carranza!
In 1911, the Mexican dictator of thirty-fi ve years, Porfi rio 
Díaz, was overthrown. British and American investors, whom 
Díaz had favored, were worried. The leader of the revolution, 
Francisco Madero, spoke of returning control of Mexican re-
sources to Mexicans. Americans owned $2 billion worth of 
property in Mexico: most of the country’s railroads, 60 per-
cent of the oil wells, and more mines than Mexicans owned. 

Madero and Wilson might have gotten along. Both were 
educated nineteenth-century liberals. Madero was not about 
to expropriate any foreign property without compensation. 
But they never had the chance. Shortly before Wilson took 
office, a junta of generals led by hard-drinking, no-nonsense 
Victoriano Huerta, quietly encouraged by British and Amer-
ican diplomats, staged a coup and murdered Madero.

Wilson was appalled. With little reflection, he announced 
that the United States would not recognize “a government of 
butchers,” and he persuaded Britain to withdraw its suspi-
ciously hasty recognition of the Huerta regime. When peasants 
in several parts of Mexico rebeled against Huerta, a Constitu-
tionalist army took shape behind somber, bearded Venustiano 
Carranza from Coahuila on the Texas border. Wilson openly 
approved, a triumph of moral rectitude over prudence when a 
neighboring country was descending into a civil war.

In April 1914, seven American sailors on shore leave in 
Tampico were arrested by one of Huerta’s colonels. They 
were released almost immediately; Huerta wanted no more 
trouble with the gringos than he already had. But authorities in 
Tampico refused Admiral Henry T. Mayo’s demand that they 
apologize for the affront to American honor with a twenty-
one-gun salute. Mayo was blowing a trivial incident out of 
proportion. Sailors on shore leave did, after all, commit arrest-
worthy offenses all the time. 

Wilson might have let the incident pass after a bit of diplo-
matic huffing and puffing. However, when he was informed 
that a German ship bringing arms for Huerta was nearing 
Vera Cruz, he ordered marines to occupy the port. To his 
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surprise, Mexican civilians joined with Huerta’s soldiers to 
resist. Before things calmed down, 400 people were dead. 
Wilson failed to understand that while Huerta was less than 
beloved in Mexico, the United States was less popular yet. 
Even Carranza, whom Wilson thought he was trying to help, 
condemned the intervention. Wilson recognized that he had 
gotten himself into a fix that could only get worse. He ac-
cepted an offer by Argentina, Brazil, and Chile to mediate the 
crisis and withdrew the troops within six months.

¡Viva Villa!
Huerta did not last. Carranza’s forces soon ousted him. 
However, there was no breather for the Mexican people. Car-
ranza quarreled with one of his best generals, a charismatic 
character who was born Doroteo Arango but was universally 
known as Pancho Villa. Villa was both a shrewd military tac-
tician who confounded his enemies with his skill with using 
railroads to move his Army of the North at lightning speed, 
and a bandit who paid his “villistas” by seizing the property 
of (mostly wealthy) Mexican ranchers. He was well known 
in the United States because of a series of magazine articles 
romanticizing, even idolizing him as “The Robin Hood of 
Mexico.” Villa enjoyed the celebrity and played for American 
approval.

For a short time, Wilson was convinced that Villa repre-
sented democracy in Mexico, but he opted for the stability rep-
resented by the more predictable Carranza. When  Carranza’s 
army marched into Mexico City in October 1915, Wilson 
recognized his regime as the official government of Mexico. 
In fact, Carranza’s army controlled as little of the country as 
Huerta’s had. In the south, forces led by Emiliano Zapata re-
pelled every attempt to defeat him. Much of Chihuahua, the 
richest and most populous northern state, was governed as if 
it were an independent country by Pancho Villa.

Stung by what he considered Wilson’s betrayal, Villa 
stopped a train carrying American engineers invited by 
 Carranza to reopen abandoned mines, and summarily shot 
all but one of them. Early in 1916, he dispatched something 
between 800 and 1,500 villistas (witnesses differed) to raid 
the dusty desert town of Columbus, New Mexico, where, in a 
chaotic shoot-’em-up, they killed seventeen people.

Instead of giving Carranza a chance to run Villa down, 
Wilson ordered General John J. Pershing and 6,000 soldiers, 
including the African American Tenth Cavalry, to pursue 
and capture the bandit general. The expedition was more 
humiliating than Vera Cruz had been. Villa and his men were 
at home in every arid canyon in northern Mexico. Pershing 
did not have a reliable map. Ordinary Mexicans who adored 
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(or feared) Villa shrugged dumbly when Pershing’s officers 
asked them for information. Without catching a glimpse of 
Villa’s main force, the Americans penetrated 300 miles into 
the country. On several occasions, however, they exchanged 
fire with Carranza’s troops, who were also looking for  Pancho. 
In one skirmish, forty men were killed. Thanks to ignorance 
and arrogance, Wilson did not have a friend in Mexico. In 
January 1917, he called Pershing home, not because of the 
debacle south of the border, but because Wilson was ap-
proaching a showdown with a more formidable enemy than 
Pancho Villa.

THE GREAT WAR
Most of Europe went to war in August 1914. The immediate 
cause was the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of 
Austria-Hungary by a Serbian nationalist. At fi rst it appeared 
that the incident would pass with the usual expressions 
of grief and anger. It was the golden age of high-profi le 
assassinations; within twenty years, an empress, a czar, a 
king, and two presidents had been murdered. At worst, 
diplomats feared, there would be another localized Balkans 
war, the third within two years, between Serbia and Austria-
Hungary.

German Emperor Wilhelm II advised his Austrian ally not 
to go too far but carelessly wrote Austria a “blank check,” say-
ing that Germany would go to war if Russia defended Serbia. 
France was involved because of a partly secret agreement 
with Russia. Great Britain had no treaty obligations to the 
“Allies,” but the British had been so unnerved by Germany’s 
construction of a navy challenging her own that she sent her 
small army to France. Italy was one of the “Central Powers,” 

but was required to fight only if Germany or Austria was at-
tacked. Claiming that Austria was the aggressor, Italy stayed 
out. The smaller countries of southeastern Europe lined up 
with one side or the other. By August 1914, much of Europe 
was at war. Eventually, thirty-three nations would be part 
of the war.

Americans React
Americans reacted to the sudden explosion with a mixture 
of disbelief and disgust. “This dreadful confl ict of the na-
tions came to most of us as lightning out of a clear day,” a 
congressman said. Threatening talk was nothing new. For a 
generation, Europeans had been rattling their sabers. Every 
politician in France was on record calling for “revanche!”, 
revenge for Germany’s humiliation of France in 1871. 
 Kaiser Wilhelm II was as military crazy as a child; he owned 
300 dress uniforms, donning an admiral’s insignia to visit an 
aquarium, a British uniform to eat a plum puddling.

Pancho Villa (center) was a charismatic 
revolutionary leader and military 
commander. Although he spoke for 
the common people and social justice, 
his villistas sometimes preyed on the 
poorest and weakest as well as the 
wealthy. Villa’s murder of American 
engineers traveling on a train and a 
villista raid on Columbus, New Mexico, 
led to an American intervention in 
Mexico. That was Villa’s purpose; he 
hoped to cause a conflict between 
the United States and his enemy, 
Venustiano Carranza.
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What’s in a Name?
The British called it the European War. Americans were 
inclined to use that name until the United States intervened 
in April 1917. Then, a few elegant but awkward tags were 
floated: War for the Freedom of Europe, War for the Overthrow 
of Militarism, War for Civilization, and, best known, Wilson’s 
War to Make the World Safe for Democracy. Only after it was 
over did Great War and World War become standard—until 
1939 when the outbreak of another worldwide war made it 
World War I.



For forty years, however, even the Kaiser had pulled back 
at the brink of war. No one comprehended just how terrible 
twentieth-century warfare would be, but they had a notion 
on the subject. Americans were not unreasonable to assume 
that Europeans would threaten war without going to war in-
definitely. When, in August, Germany launched a massive at-
tack on France through neutral Belgium, they were stunned. 
Politicians and editors praised the wisdom of George Wash-
ington’s warning against entangling the United States in 
Europe’s quarrels by joining alliances. They blamed Europe’s 
tragedy on Old World corruptions of which their country 
was free: hereditary kings and princes and the stockpiling of 
armaments that were a superfluous waste if they were not 
used and murderous on a massive scale if they were. 

Never did America’s moat, the Atlantic Ocean, look bet-
ter. No one lodged an objection when President Wilson pro-
claimed the neutrality of the United States. However, when 
the president also called on Americans to be “neutral in fact 
as well as in name, . . . impartial in thought as well as in ac-
tion,” he was, as he did all too often, ignoring the realities of 
human nature, even the human nature of what Wilson called 
“this great peaceful people.”

Sympathy for the Allies
A majority of Americans were inclined to favor Great Britain. 
Britain was the ancestral motherland of the majority. The na-
tion’s linguistic, legal, and political legacy was English. Presi-
dent Wilson was an unreserved Anglophile; before becoming 
president, he vacationed most summers in Great Britain and 
he had written a book praising the British parliamentary form 
of government as, in some ways, superior to America’s system 
of checks and balances. In his fi rst year as president, he re-
solved the last points of confl ict between the two countries, a 
minor border dispute in British Columbia, a quarrel between 
Canadian and American fi shermen, and British objections to 
discriminatory tolls on the Panama Canal.

There had been at least 300 marriages between Ameri-
can heiresses and British aristocrats in the generation before 
1914. Wealthy families not tied by wedlock to Great Britain 
had been indulging in an orgy of Francomania for decades. 
More important, most big American investment banks—Wall 
Street— had long-standing ties to British finance, none more 
intimate than the most powerful investment bank of all, the 
House of Morgan. The Morgan bank acted as the agent for 
British war bond sales in United States. By mid-1915, Edward 
Stettinius, a Morgan partner, was purchasing up to $10 mil-
lion worth of American goods ranging from weapons to wheat 
for the British government each day. By 1917, Great Britain 
owed Americans $2.3 billion. By comparison, the Germans 
had managed to borrow a meager $27 million in the United 
States. Wall Street had good reason to want a British victory 
or, at least, to shudder at the thought of a British defeat.

Sympathy for the Central Powers
There was, however, a reservoir of sympathy for the Central 
Powers in the country. One American in three was foreign-
born or the child of immigrants. Millions traced their roots 

to Germany; many still spoke German at home and in their 
churches. Millions of new immigrants had begun their lives 
in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. They had left for eco-
nomic reasons, not because they were oppressed by the old 
emperor, Franz Joseph, on the throne for sixty-four years in 
1914. Indeed, he was looked on as a benign grandfather by 
Hungarians and many Czechs, Slovaks, Slovenes, and Jews 
from the empire. They knew that the United States, with 
its English attachments, would never side with the Central 
Powers, but they hoped to preserve American neutrality. The 
National German League, with 3 million members, spon-
sored lectures and distributed pamphlets touting the virtues 
of German culture and responding to Allied anti-German 
propaganda.

Then there were Irish-Americans, numbering about 
5 million. Many—by no means all—nursed an ancestral ha-
tred of Great Britain. The most militant Irish Anglophobes 
joined with German-American groups in the German-Irish 
Legislative Committee for the Furtherance of United States 
Neutrality. When, in the spring of 1916, the British crushed 
a rebellion in Ireland (ineffectively supported by Germany), 
some prominent Irish-American politicians declared for the 
German cause.

Foreign Minister Arthur Zimmermann whose ill-advised invitation to 
Mexico to declare war on the United States in 1917 was the “last straw” 
in persuading President Wilson to go to war.
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Similarly, Russian and Polish Jews had been driven out of 
their homelands to America by discriminatory laws and mob 
violence sometimes abetted by the authorities. To them, the 
“old country” was not a place to daydream about with wistful 
nostalgia. They hated the Czarist regime. Indeed, many Jews 
from the Russian empire looked positively on Germany and 

Austria where Jews had been granted near civil equality with 
Christians. In order to emigrate to the United States, they 
had first to cross into Germany where, in an instant, treat-
ment of them had improved. Socialists, a large minority in 
the German-American community and among eastern 
 european Jews, hated Russia above all other countries  because 
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of the power and brutality of the Czar’s secret police in sup-
pressing them. In Germany, by way of contrast, the Social 
Democratic party was one of the country’s largest.

With such a tangle of conflicting loyalties, Wilson’s insis-
tence on neutrality not only reflected America’s geographical 
apartness from Europe, but it also made sense politically in 
the industrial states and the large cities where the Democratic 
party depended on the support of ethnic voters. 

Stalemate
Both the Allies and the Central Powers expected a short war. 
German military strategists, facing powerful enemies to both 
the East and the West, believed that Germany had to strike 
fi rst and quickly in order to win. Their “Schlieffen Plan,” fi rst 
adopted in 1905 and updated almost annually, was designed 
to address the challenge of a war on two fronts. It called for 
an overwhelming assault on the modern and well-trained 
French army through neutral Belgium so as to circumvent 
powerful French fortifi cations on the French-German bor-
der. Once France was defeated, Count Alfred von Schlieffen 
proposed, Germany would transport its army to the Eastern 
Front and dispose of the Russians. The Russian army was 
the largest in the world. However, because of the size of the 
country, the Russians needed many more weeks than France 
or German to mobilize it—to call up the reserves and move 
them to the front. The German railroad system was designed 
for the rapid movement of troops from west to east. Stations 
in tiny rural villages on the Belgian border had platforms a 
mile long so that a Russia-bound train could be loaded in a 
few minutes and another immediately pull in behind it.

Count von Schlieffen died in 1913. After making his final 
revision of his plan, he wrote, “we must conclude that the en-
terprise is one for which we are not strong enough.” In order 
to capture or surround Paris within the 40 days Schlieffen 
said was the maximum, seven-eighths of the German army 
had to be concentrated on the far right of the front. Because 
the Kaiser decided against invading Holland as well as Bel-
gium, the German right had to squeeze through a strip of 
Belgium just 12 miles wide, attacking rather than bypassing 
the fortress city of Liège.

It could not be done, von Schlieffen concluded before 
he died. Nevertheless, in August 1914, the German gener-
als had nothing else. The commander, Helmut von Moltke, 
unnerved by Russian advances in Poland, dispatched several 
divisions from the army in Belgium at a critical moment. 
And the tiny Belgian army proved more effective than even 
the cautious von Schlieffen had thought possible. Subduing 
Liège took twelve days, longer than the plan had allowed for 
the conquest of all of Belgium.

By the time the German right flank was in a position to 
threaten Paris, the soldiers were exhausted. Fearing they 
would be cut off from the rest of the German force, they 
swung to the south exposing their flank to the British Ex-
peditionary Force and to the French army defending Paris. 
Thanks to aerial reconnaissance, the Allies saw a chance to 
break through the German line. Poilus (French soldiers) in 
Paris were ferried to the River Marne where they failed to 
divide the German forces but did force a retreat of 40 miles.

There both sides dug in, fighting only smaller actions as 
they raced to extend their trenches to the North Sea. There 
the front would remain, moving very little for three years, 
despite savage battles that would kill several million men.

The Eastern Front also bogged down into trench warfare 
after one great German victory at Tannenburg in which more 
than a million Russian soldiers were captured. Never had a 
war racked up such numbers.

New! Improved!
In the forty years since the last war between major powers, 
technology had changed the face of warfare, profoundly in 
some cases. The automobile made its impact immediately 
when several hundred Parisian taxicabs were conscripted 
to ferry soldiers to the Marne in August 1914. Each year of 
the war, more and more gasoline and diesel-powered trucks 
were used to transport men and supplies from railroads to 
the front lines. However, the horse (and mule) remained the 
chief motive power of overland transport throughout the 
war. The sheer size of the armies fi ghting in Belgium and 
France (and in Russia) soon churned rural roads into quag-
mires through which horse-drawn wagons could struggle 
but not trucks. Each infantry division of 10,000 men had 
5,000–7,000 animals assigned to it. Field guns were moved by 
horses. The German army conscripted 715,000 horses during 
the fi rst months of the war. By war’s end, Britain ran through 
a million horses; fi ve died of exposure or privation to each 
one killed in battle.

The telephone and wireless (radio) improved communi-
cations between the generals and officers at the front but un-
evenly. The French and British line had far better telephone 
and telegraph connections than the Germans because, in re-
treating in August 1914, they destroyed every wire in Belgium 
and France. This forced the Germans to rely more heavily on 
wireless. Because the other side could listen in on messages, 
they were coded. However, French intelligence was very good 
at cracking the German codes.

The airplane made reconnaissance deep behind enemy 
lines possible. The French learned of a 50-mile gap between 
two German armies in 1914 from a pilot. The “dogfights” be-
tween biplanes that captured the popular imagination were 
not fought because there was anything to be gained by risk-
ing an expensive airplane to destroy another, but in order 
to protect reconnaissance missions or to destroy the enemy’s 
planes before they could return to their bases with valuable 
information. Foot soldiers slogging in mud resented the “fly-
boys” who finished each day with fine food and drink and 
slept in a warm bed. But there was no job in the war with 
a higher mortality rate than flying a plane. The average life 
expectancy of British pilots at the front was two weeks. To 
the generals, crippling the enemy’s knowledge was worth the 
horrendous losses. By 1916, the British Royal Flying Corps 
had built 10,000 aircraft and trained the pilots to fly them.

Poison gas was terrifying when used on soldiers unpre-
pared for it. The Germans bombarded a 3-mile long British 
front at Ypres with chlorine gas in April 1915. At least 5,000 
men were killed and 15,000 suffered permanent lung damage. 
But the very effectiveness of the gas prevented the Germans 
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from exploiting the attack. Heavier than air, the gas clung to 
the ground so that German troops could not advance to the 
abandoned trenches. On several occasions, shifting winds 
blew the gas from a bombardment back on the army that 
launched it. Every belligerent quickly equipped its soldiers 
with gas masks and set its chemists to work developing new 
gases. German “sneeze gas” could penetrate the filters on the 
gas masks that protected against chlorine. American chem-
ists at the University of Notre Dame developed “Lewisite,” 
but the war ended before it could be deployed and the entire 
stock was dumped into the ocean.

Machine Guns and Tanks
Poison gas was responsible for 1.3 million casualties over 
four years, but at the expense of manufacturing, transport-
ing, and fi ring 66 million shells. The Maxim Gun, which em-
ployed recoil to expel spent shells while loading another, had 
been used in colonial wars for thirty years. In 1893, some 
700 South Africans with Maxim Guns killed at least half of 
3,000 charging Matabele tribesmen at the battle of Shangani 
River.

Nonetheless, pig-headed British generals like Douglas Haig 
(who said a machine gun could never stop charging cavalry) 
did not see the effectiveness of the machine gun when it was 

demonstrated before their eyes. The Germans did. By August 
1914, the German army had paid Maxim’s company royalties 
on 1,259 machine guns.

The machine gun made the cavalry, the glamorous arm of 
the nineteenth-century army, obsolete. It made the infantry ad-
vance over open country an exercise in mass slaughter. When 
soldiers went “over the top” toward enemy trenches, they were 
mowed down by hurricanes of iron and lead from enemy ma-
chine guns that fired 500 rounds a minute effective at up to 
4,000 yards. On the first day of the Battle of the Somme in July 
1916, 60,000 British soldiers were killed or wounded, most of 
them during the battle’s first half hour. By the time the Somme 
campaign sputtered to an end, with nothing gained, British 
losses were 400,000, French losses 200,000, and the Germans 
had lost 500,000 men. Many were victims of artillery barrages, 
but machine gunners claimed their share.

The Vickers Heavy Machine gun required a crew of six 
men. The gun weighed 40 pounds, the tripod 50. Four men 
were needed to carry the ammunition that the gun con-
sumed like popcorn and several extra barrels. (They burned 
out quickly.) Once set up, the gun needed two men to fire it, 
the other four to keep it loaded.

Late in 1916, the British introduced the tank as a means 
of neutralizing German machine guns. They were heavily 

A German light machine gun crew: two men carried the tripod, gun, and extra barrels (they burned out quickly); two men 
carried the ammunition. The German army was better equipped with machine guns than any other nation’s when the war 
broke out in 1914.
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 armored so as to be invulnerable to bullets and driven not 
by wheels but by treads so that they could cross the mud and 
bomb craters of No Man’s Land. Armed with a small cannon, 
tanks could be driven directly at machine gun emplacements 
and destroy them. However, British generals failed to exploit 
their speed. They attached individual tanks to small infantry 
units, slowing the vehicles to a walk. Until the tank did its 
job, the men walking with it suffered the usual horrendous 
losses from enemy machine guns. Only late in the war was 
it recognized that tanks were most effective when they ad-
vanced rapidly in groups ahead of foot soldiers.

War at Sea
The sheer numbers the war generated sickened Americans: 
a million prisoners at Tannenberg, a million casualties at 
Verdun, a million dead on the Somme. American ambassa-
dor to Britain, Walter Hines Page, had it right when he de-
scribed Europe as “a bankrupt slaughterhouse of unmarried 
women.” And yet, Page and President Wilson and Secretary 
of State Lansing moved closer to intervening on the side of 
the Allies in 1916. The reason was yet another innovation in 
the technology of war, the Unterseeboot—the U-boat—the 
German submarine.

Naval warfare was economic warfare, aimed at destroying 
the enemy’s commerce. The British, with naval superiority, 
immediately proclaimed a blockade of Germany. According 
to the rules of war, enemy merchant ships were fair game, 
although tradition required that the crews of sunken ships 
be rescued. The ships of neutral nations had the right to 
trade with any nation as long as they did not carry contra-
band—defined as war materiel. However, the British played 
fast with the rules. They mined parts of the North Sea. Neu-
tral nations were informed of the location of the mine fields 
but, if one of their ships struck one and went down, there 
was no warship there to rescue the crew. The British then 
redefined contraband to include most trade goods, includ-
ing some foodstuffs. When neutral Holland, Denmark, and 
Sweden began to import goods for secret resale to Germany 
(pastoral Denmark, which had never purchased American 
lard, imported 11,000 tons of it in the first months of the 
war), the British slapped strict regulations on trade with 
those countries.

American objections were mild. Neither the German nor 
the Danish market had ever been important to American ex-
porters, when wartime sales to Britain and France rose so 
sharply, American trade with the Allies climbed from $825 
million in 1914 to $3.2 billion in 1916, a fourfold increase 
in two years.

As long as a quick victory on land was on the table, Ger-
many was indifferent to the British blockade. Its agricultural 
base was adequate to the country’s basic needs. When the 
war stalemated, however, the General Staff concluded that 
the British import economy, particularly the island’s depen-
dence on American and Canadian foodstuffs, was the weak 
link in the Allied chain. The Imperial Navy believed that sub-
marines might be able to snap that link and force Britain to 
withdraw from the war.

Submarine Warfare
When the war began, there were only twenty-fi ve submarines 
in the German navy. By February 1915, however, a crash 
construction program had resulted in a fl otilla of U-boats, 
each armed with ninteen torpedoes, large enough to pro-
claim the waters surrounding the British Isles a war zone. 
The subs would sink all enemy merchant ships within those 
waters and, because British vessels were likely to run up neu-
tral fl ags, the safety of neutral ships could not be guaranteed. 
Within days, several British vessels went to the bottom. Presi-
dent Wilson warned the Kaiser that he would hold Germany 
to “strict accountability” for American lives and property lost 
to U-boats.

Some Americans considered submarine warfare peculiarly 
inhumane because U-boats usually struck without warning, 
giving merchant seamen little time to abandon ship. More-
over, unlike surface ships, submarines did not rescue crew-
men in the water. Both accusations were true. On the surface, 
the fragile submarines were helpless. A light gun mounted on 
the bow of a freighter was enough to sink one. The first-
 generation submarines were very slow diving. If a U-boat 
surfaced to warn an unarmed merchant vessel of its pres-
ence, it could be rammed. Since submarines were tiny, their 
small crews cramped, there was no room to take aboard sur-
vivors of a sinking.

On May 7, 1915, antisubmarine feelings in the United 
States burst into fury when the English luxury liner  Lusitania
was torpedoed off the coast of Ireland; 1,198 of the 1,959 
passengers and crew aboard were killed, including 139 
 Americans. What kind of war was this that killed innocent 
travelers? The New York Times described the Germans as 
“savages drenched with blood.”

Wilson Wins a Victory
The German Embassy in Washington replied that it had spe-
cifi cally warned Americans against traveling on the Lusitania
in advertisements in New York and Washington newspapers, 
including the Times. The ambassador pointed out that the 
liner was also a freighter carrying contraband: 4,200 cases of 
small arms purchased in the United States and some high ex-
plosives. So many lives were lost because the Lusitania went 
down in a mere eighteen minutes. Its hull was blown wide 
open not by a torpedo, but by a secondary explosion. The 
British were the savages, shielding war materiel behind in-
nocent passengers.

The Germans had a point, but Wilson aimed his two most 
aggressive notes at them. The second was so antagonistic that 
the pacifistic Bryan feared it meant war. He resigned rather 
than sign it. Wilson replaced him in the State Department 
with Robert Lansing, an international lawyer.

While making no apologies or formal promises, the Ger-
mans attacked no more passenger vessels. Then, early in 
1916, when the Allies announced that they were arming all 
merchant ships, Germany responded with a declaration of 
“unrestricted submarine warfare.” The U-boats would sink 
all enemy vessels without warning. On March 24, 1916, 
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a  sitting duck, the Sussex, a French channel steamer on a 
scheduled run between Dieppe and Folkestone, went down 
with an American among the casualties. Wilson threatened 
to break diplomatic relations with Germany—considered a 
prelude to a declaration of war—if unrestricted submarine 
warfare were continued.

The German General Staff did not want the United States 
in the war. Plans for a major offensive were afoot. In any 
case, the navy did not have enough U-boats to carry out a 
full-scale assault on British shipping. In the Sussex Pledge 
of May 4, 1916, the Germans promised Wilson to observe 
the rules of visit and search before attacking enemy ships. 
This meant abandoning the submarine’s effectiveness, but it 
kept the United States at home which, at the time, was what 
Germany wanted.

AMERICA GOES TO WAR
Wilson had won a spectacular diplomatic victory at the be-
ginning of his campaign for reelection. He was enthusias-
tically renominated at the Democratic convention, and his 

campaign was given a motto he did not much like. The key-
note speaker at the convention, New York Governor Martin 
Glynn, built his speech around the slogan “He Kept Us out 
of War.”

Wilson disliked it because, as he told an aide, “I can’t keep 
the country out of war. Any little German lieutenant can 
put us into war at any time by some calculated outrage.” He 
meant that a submarine commander, perhaps acting without 
orders, could torpedo the Sussex Pledge. Like many other 
national leaders before and since (like the Kaiser in 1914!) 
Wilson had put himself into a position in which control of a 
momentous decision was out of his hands.

Preparedness
Wilson had begun to prepare for the possibility of war as 
early as November 1915, when he asked Congress to beef up 
the army to 400,000 men and to fund a huge expansion of 
the navy. To some extent, he was pushed into “preparedness” 
by Theodore Roosevelt. The Nobel Peace Prize laureate had 
become the nation’s most bellicose warmonger. In speech 
after speech he called for war against Germany. He jabbed 
and poked at the fact that the U.S. army totaled 108,000 men, 

Unterseeboot 15, an early German submarine. U-boat design was improved throughout the war. By the end of 1916, after a period 
of inactivity in response to Woodrow Wilson’s threat to enter the war if submarine warfare was not restricted, Germany’s U-boats
numbered more than a hundred. The German General Staff calculated that an all-out attack on British shipping could starve Britain 
into suing for peace before the United States could send enough soldiers to Europe to make a difference and resumed “unrestricted 
submarine warfare.”
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ranking it seventeenth in the world; that the Quartermaster 
Corps (supply) had only recently begun using trucks; and 
that at one point in 1915 American artillery had enough am-
munition for only two days’ fi ghting—with guns that were 
obsolete.

Wilson could not ignore him. On the other side, he had 
to contend with pacifists. Automobile manufacturer Henry 
Ford chartered a ship to steam him and other celebrities to 
Europe where, Ford thought, they would pummel the bellig-
erents into peace with their prestige. Feminists Jane Addams, 
Carrie Chapman Catt, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman formed 
the Women’s Peace Party and attended a pacifist conference 
in the neutral Netherlands. There were dozens of similar 
groups plus the politically important German and Irish na-
tionalist lobbies. The Socialist Party, strong enough in some 
cities to deny the Democrats votes they needed, opposed 
 intervention.

Most worrying was an antipreparedness faction in 
 Congress led by Representative Claude Kitchin of North 
 Carolina. With widespread backing among western pro-
gressives, on whom Wilson generally depended for support, 
Kitchin argued that it was Europe’s “preparedness”—the 
great arms race of the 1890s and 1900s—that had plunged 
the continent into war in the first place. If the United States 
had the means to fight, it was all the more likely that the 
United States would enter the war. Kitchin regarded nonpre-
paredness as the best way to keep the country neutral.

Wilson had to settle for a compromise, less of a military 
buildup than the interventionists wanted, more than Kitchin 
and his supporters liked.

The Election of 1916
The Progressive party expected Teddy Roosevelt to be its 
candidate for president in 1916. Roosevelt wanted to run, 
but he knew he needed the Republican nomination to oust 
Wilson. When Republican conservatives, still steaming over 
1912, made it clear they would not have Roosevelt, he de-
clined the Bull Moose nomination. Indeed, he insulted the 
Progressives by suggesting that they the Republicans jointly 
nominate his personal friend, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of 
Massachusetts.

This was absurd. Lodge was not merely conservative on 
the economic and social issues the Progressives advocated, 
he was downright reactionary. Personally, he was unpopular 
even with Republican conservatives with whom he agreed. 
The Republicans had a much better alternative in Supreme 
Court Justice Charles Evans Hughes. Hughes had been a pro-
gressive governor of New York, but he was as dignified in his 
bearing as Woodrow Wilson. Roosevelt sneered at Hughes’s 
low-key moderation by calling him “the bearded lady.”

Hughes’s weakness as a candidate was the fact that his 
views on the war differed little from Wilson’s. Like the presi-
dent, he wanted to keep the United States out, but not at any 
price. Like Wilson, he recognized that the president, whoever 
he was, would have little choice about declaring war on 
 Germany if the Germans abandoned the Sussex Pledge, 
which everyone knew was a shaky proposition.

Roosevelt’s tireless campaigning on Hughes’s behalf 
created a perception that the Republican was the war can-
didate and “He Kept Us Out of War” Wilson the peace 
 candidate. But was such a perception decisive? The election 
was very close. Hughes carried every northeastern state ex-
cept New Hampshire, which he lost by just fifty-six votes. 
Every  midwestern state except Ohio voted for the “war 
candidate,” including antiwar Bob LaFollete’s  Wisconsin. 
Almost every western state voted Democratic until the 
election came down to California’s thirteen electoral votes. 
California was then a Republican state, and Hughes as-
sumed he would win there. When the votes were toted up, 
however, Wilson had a paper-thin majority of fewer than 
4,000 votes, three-tenths of a  percentage point. He won 
the electoral college by 277 votes to Hughes’s 254. In 1916, 
California made the difference.

Failing to Keep the Peace
Heartened by his surprising reelection, Wilson threw himself 
into an attempt to mediate a peace in Europe. The winter 
of 1916–1917 seemed like a good time for mediation. After 
more than two years of war, the Western Front was pretty 
much where it had been in August 1914. In a few sectors, 
troops were huddled in the fi rst line of trenches they had 
dug. Italy, which had joined the Allies in 1915, was stalemated 
with Austria-Hungary in what is now Slovenia. The Eastern 
Front had been more fl uid, but the Germans and Austrians 
could not advance and the Russian army was mutinous.

Wilson concluded in a message to Congress in January 1917 
that both sides had to face up to a “peace without victory,” a 
negotiated “peace among equals” simply to put an end to the 
slaughter. The differences that had led to the war—and the 
rules of war at sea in the age of the U-boat—would be worked 
out after the armistice by some sort of international congress 
that, as a permanent body, would prevent  future wars.

Wilson’s hopes were high when, a week after he addressed 
Congress, the German ambassador informed Secretary of 
State Lansing that, as of February 1, Germany would resume 
unrestricted submarine warfare. The German General Staff 
had, like Wilson, concluded that the German army could not 
alone win the war. However, the navy had crunched numbers 
and concluded that an all-out assault on British commerce 
by the submarine fleet, more than a hundred strong and 
growing by up to ten a month, could literally starve Great 
Britain into suing for peace within six months.

Abandoning the Sussex guarantees meant the United 
States would intervene, of course. However, the navy argued, 
the United States was far from ready for action. The admiral’s 
figures said that the war would be over before more than a 
token American army could be landed in Europe. “They will 
not even come,” the Navy Minister boasted, “because our 
submarines will sink them. Thus, America from a military 
point of view means nothing, and again nothing, and for a 
third time nothing.”

Wilson severed diplomatic relations with Germany and 
asked Congress for authority to arm American merchant 
ships. When progressive Republicans La Follette, Norris, and 
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In The Trenches

In 1899, a Polish economist, Ivan S. Bloch, predicted the 
nature of World War I with chilling accuracy. He warned 
that a war involving major European powers would mean 
slaughter “on so terrible a scale as to render it impossible 
to get troops to push the battle to a decisive issue.” The 
conflict would quickly stall into a stalemate. “It will be a 
great war of entrenchments. The spade will be as indis-
pensable to a soldier as his rifle.”

After near breakthroughs by the Germans and then 
the Allies in August 1914, this is exactly what happened. 
Both sides dug in and, within weeks, extended their trench 
lines from the North Sea to the border of neutral Swit-
zerland. For almost four years, despite many offenses and 
hideous slaughter, the “western front” remained where 
it had begun. The world’s image of the war was of filthy, 
lice-ridden infantrymen huddling in 6 inches of water in 
trenches, periodically shelled by artillery as the enemy pre-
pared to attack or themselves going over the top into “No 
Man’s Land,” a morass of shell-holes crisscrossed by spools 
of barbed wire, into unseen machine gun nests.

The Allies’ and the German trenches were not, as they 
appear on maps, two snakelike lines paralleling one an-
other. Each battalion’s (or regiment’s or brigade’s) sec-
tor consisted of about 1,500 yards of front line, support 
trenches 2,000 yards to the rear, and a trench for reserve 
troops another 2,000 yards back. They were connected to 
one another by communications trenches. None of them 
ran in straight line for very far. They zigzagged so that when 
advancing enemy soldiers overran a section of trench, they 
could not enfilade defenders for more than a few yards. 

Machine gun “nests” were at ground level behind the 
front line and the support trench, protected by the dirt the 
men had excavated and dumped into sand bags. Artillery, 
hospitals, barracks for rest, and facilities for preparing meals 
were behind the reserves, disguised as well as possible so 
that they could not easily be spotted by enemy airplanes.

The trenches were at least 8 feet deep. There was a “fire 
step” a few feet up on the forward wall, but it was for de-
fense during an attack. Both armies placed snipers wher-
ever they could not be seen; it was suicide to peek above the 

parapet. Much of the year, water seeped into the trenches 
daily. The flooding was worst for the Belgian and British 
soldiers in Flanders where an impermeable clay subsoil 
prevented drainage. The trenches were pumped out every 
day, but they were rarely dry. Well-commanded battalions 
put down “duck boards”—walkways—but they were not 
of much help. “Trench foot,” a fungal disease caused by 
constantly wet feet was a serious problem. Neglected, it led 
to gangrene and amputation. The armies tried to provide 
men with a steady supply of socks; British soldiers were in-
structed to change into dry socks three times a day. Except 
during battles, when soldiers could go hungry for days, the 
food, while plain, probably provided more nutrition than 
working-class soldiers knew at home.

Ideally, troops were to spend two and a half months of 
the year on the front line—in stints of a week or two—a 
month each year in the support trench, four months in 
reserve, and two to three months out of the trenches for 
rest or on leave. How closely the schedule was kept de-
pended on enemy cooperation, of course. One Australian 
unit spent two and a half months straight in the front line 
under almost constant shelling.

The first thing that struck a newcomer to the trenches 
was the powerful stench. The body odor of men who had 
not bathed for a month crowded together, decaying food, 
open cess pits, and, worst of all, the sickly sweet smell of 
decaying dead horses and dead soldiers who, as long as a 
position was under fire, were merely covered over with a 
foot or so of loose soil.

Few officers above the rank of lieutenant-colonel 
went near the trenches. The headquarters of French 
commander Joseph Joffre and his staff were at Chantilly, 
closer to Paris than to the front. (After pinning a medal 
on a bloodied, stinking soldier, Joffre angrily ordered 
his staff never to expose him to another.) Erich von 
Falkenhayn, German commander from 1914 through 
1916, dined, slept, and strategized in Mézières, 50 miles 
to the rear. 

Few Americans suffered the worst trench conditions. 
When, in 1918, they arrived at the front in large numbers 

Borah filibustered against the bill, the president denounced 
them as “a little group of willful men, representing no opinion 
but their own.” On the evening of April 2, after submarines 
sent three American freighters to the bottom, a solemn Wilson 
asked Congress for a formal declaration of war. “The right is 
more precious than peace,” he said, “and we shall fight for the 
things which we have always carried nearest our hearts.”

For four days, the Capitol shook with angry debate. Six 
senators and fifty representatives held out against  declaring 
war. They accused Wilson of failing to be truly neutral. 
Some claimed that the United States was going to spill its 

young men’s blood in order to bail out Wall Street’s loans 
to  England and to enrich the munitions manufacturers, the 
“merchants of death.” In the most eloquent antiwar speech, 
Senator George Norris of Nebraska said, “We are going into 
war upon the command of gold . . . We are about to put the 
dollar sign on the American flag.”

The Hun and His Kultur
Wilson was no Wall Street fl unkey. He was driven to war by 
his determination to defend the rights of neutral ships—
”freedom of the seas.” However, it is diffi cult to believe that 
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The trenches, where European and (after 1917) American troops lived if they were stationed at the front. The American unit that spent 
the most time in the trenches was the African American 369th Infantry, which, as a unit, was awarded the French Croix de Guerre.

to help turn back the desperate Ludendorff Offensive, the 
Allies were capable of making the breakthrough that had 
eluded both sides for four years. The Germans were ex-
hausted with no more young men at home to recruit. The 

American troops were fresh and cocky with new troops 
arriving by the tens of thousands weekly. From midsum-
mer to November, the Allies steadily pushed the Germans 
back through Belgium.

the issue aroused the public to such a furor that, suddenly, 
in April 1917, an overwhelming majority of Americans 
wanted war. In fact, public opinion had been drifting slowly 
but steadily from “a plague on both of your houses” toward 
support for the Allies—or, more accurately, hostility to 
 Germany—since August 1914. It is probably a mistake to think 
of Wilson’s election victory in November 1916 as an antiwar 
vote. He won by the skin of his teeth. The South was, as usual, 
solidly Democratic because the Democratic party protected 
white supremacy not because Wilson was the antiwar candi-
date. The South was the most fi ercely prowar section of the 

country. If two or three southern states had voted for Hughes, 
he would have won the election without California’s help.

The American people’s turn in favor of war was a result of 
heavy-handed German military brutality and brilliant British 
propaganda. In August 1914, frustrated by unexpected Bel-
gian resistance, including civilian attacks of German troops, 
the army executed as many as 6,000 Belgian villagers. No 
doubt, some had violated the rules of war by taking up arms. 
But the Germans also shot peasants being held not for guer-
rilla actions but as hostages. The army deliberately destroyed 
the ancient University of Louvain (Leuven) as retaliation for 
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Belgian resistance. About 230,000 priceless manuscripts and 
books went up in smoke.

When British propagandists successfully depicted Ger-
mans, as a people, as barbaric, destructive “Huns” driven 
by an evil Kultur, in the United States and other neutral 
countries, describing the occupation of the small country 
as the “rape of Belgium,” the German army cleaned up its 
act. German rule was militaristic and harsh; the Belgian 
people depended on food from abroad to avoid starvation. 
But the effectiveness of the chilling word rape was not lost 
on anti-German propagandists. Wall posters and newspa-
per cartoons depicted the broken body of an adolescent girl 
being dragged away by a bloated, beastlike German soldier 
in a spiked helmet and soldiers bayoneting babies. The idea 
was to dehumanize the Germans, and it was effective. Ham-
handed German officers helped the campaign along when, in 
October 1915, they executed Edith Cavell, a British nurse at 
a hospital in Brussels, for helping British prisoners of war to 

escape. Cavell was guilty and what she did was a capital of-
fense under British as well as German law. However, hanging 
a nurse for a humanitarian act in an era when women were 
rarely executed for murder was a public relations disaster.

Propagandists made the most of German acts of sabotage 
that were documented and some that were probably acci-
dents. In 1915, several German diplomats were caught red-
handed when a bumbling agent left incriminating papers on 
a train! In July 1916, 2 million pounds of explosives being 
readied for shipment to England blew up at the Black Tom 
munitions depot outside Jersey City, New Jersey. The explo-
sion, felt in Philadelphia 100 miles away, was traced to Ger-
man agents.

The anti-German propaganda blockbuster was a cable 
sent in February 1917 by the German foreign minister, Ar-
thur Zimmerman, to the Mexican government. Intercepted 
and decoded by British intelligence it said that in the event 
that the United States declared war on Germany, Germany 
would finance a Mexican attack on the United States in order 
to keep American troops at home. When Germany won the 
war, Mexico would be rewarded with the return of the “lost 
provinces” of New Mexico and Arizona.

It was a foolish proposition. Mexico was still torn by civil 
turmoil, in no condition to make war on Guatemala, let 
alone on the United States. With American danders up, how-
ever, the Zimmerman telegram persuaded many people that 
the Hun was indeed a threat to them as well as to Britain and 
France.

The American Contribution
German’s resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare was 
a gamble. The navy calculated that a massive U-boat assault 
on shipping bound for Britain starve the island out of the 
war before American troops could affect the outcome. For 
three months, it appeared the Germans would win the bet. In 
February 1917, submarines sunk 250 vessels, in March 330, a 
total of 570,000 tons of shipping, about as much as the navy 
projected. In April, U-boats destroyed 430 ships, bringing 
the total losses to 900,000 tons. At one point in April, Britain 
had enough food on hand to feed the nation for only three 
weeks.

By summer, however, sinkings tailed off and the destruc-
tion of German subs increased. The credit for the turnabout 
belonged to American Admiral William S. Sims, who finally 
won his argument with the anticonvoy British navy when he 
convinced Prime Minister David Lloyd George to support 
him. The British argued that freighters traveling alone had a 
better chance of getting through than fifty and more vessels 
in formation, a target that a submarine could hardly miss. 
Sims responded that, one ship or fifty, a U-boat got one shot. 
With convoys escorted by speedy destroyers, ships designed 
for antisubmarine warfare, a U-boat had to flee as soon as it 
betrayed its location by its torpedo trail.

Sims was right. By July 1917, submarine kills were far 
below the German navy’s projections of the number neces-
sary to starve Britain out. In 1918, of 1,133 Britain-bound 
ships the subs sank, only 134 had been in a convoy. Of 

In modern warfare, when it is necessary to win popular support, it is 
common for nations to dehumanize the enemy. With the exception 
of American depictions of the Japanese during World War II, no 
propaganda campaign has been so extreme as the portrayal of 
Germans as bestial “Huns” during World War I.
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2 million American soldiers sent to France in 1917 and 1918, 
only 200 were drowned because of submarines. Of the eighty 
seven new submarines the Germans commissioned in 1917, 
seventy-eight were sunk by destroyers.

President Wilson, who continued to think of himself as a 
mediator, insisted that the United States was not one of the 
Allies; it was an associated power.

Fighting Over There
When the British asked him to send them 500,000 recruits 
fresh out of the induction centers whom they would train 
and incorporate into the British Expeditionary Force, Wilson 
refused. Americans would go “over there,” in the words of a 
popular song, under an independent American command. 
General Pershing arrived in Paris in July 1917 with the fi rst 
units of the American Expeditionary Force, the First Infantry 
Division. It was a symbolic gesture, for Pershing refused to 
send his men to the front until there were enough of them 
in France to take over an entire sector. (A few Americans saw 
action near Verdun in October when Pershing consented to 
using them temporarily to beef up decimated French,  British, 
and Canadian units.)

Except for the American intervention, 1917 went poorly 
for the Allies. The Germans and Austrians defeated the Ital-
ian army in Italy and knocked Russia out of the war. A lib-
eral democratic government that deposed Czar Nicholas II 
in March 1917 was unable to restore morale in the mutinous 
army. Revolutionary Communists, “Bolsheviks” led by Vlad-
imir Ilyich Lenin, seized power promising “peace and bread.” 
The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which the Germans forced on 
Russia, was so vindictive and harsh that Americans were fur-
ther convinced that Imperial Germany was beyond the pale 

General John J. Pershing leads the first contingent of the American Expeditionary Force through Paris in July 1917. The 
doughboys did not play a significant part in the fighting until 1918. Most soldiers, including some regular army veterans, 
arrived in Europe with little training. During 1917 they were whipped into combat readiness in camps in France.
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The Doughboys
Sergeant York (actually a corporal when he performed his 
amazing feat) was simple and uneducated —a hillbilly. 
He was all the more lionized because he was so ordinary. 
Except for his extraordinary bravery and marksmanship, he 
was representative of the men of the American Expeditionary 
Force. The majority of the doughboys had fewer than seven 
years schooling; one in four was illiterate. According to 
primitive IQ tests administered to all recruits (which need not 
be taken with a great deal of seriousness), half fell into the 
category of “moron.”

Ten percent of the soldiers were African American. Almost 
one doughboy in five was an immigrant.
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of civilization. By shutting down the Eastern front, however, 
the Germans were able to reinforce their army in France.

In May 1918, Germany had 192 divisions on the Western 
front to 178 French, British, and American divisions. The 
new commander in the West, Erich Ludendorff, launched 
a do-or-die offensive coordinated with the submarine cam-
paign. The Allies fell back to the Marne River, close enough 
to Paris that the shelling could be heard on the Champs 
Elysées. But the American “doughboys” were arriving by the 
hundred thousand. About 27,000 fought at Château-Thierry 
near the hottest part of the fighting. By the middle of July, 
when the Germans attempted one last drive toward Paris, 
about 85,000 Americans helped hurl them back at Belleau 
Wood.

Ludendorff went to pieces, attributing the collapse of 
 German morale to “the sheer number of Americans arriving 
daily at the front.” In July, Americans took on the attack on 
a bulge in the German lines called the St.-Mihiel Salient and 
succeeded in clearing it out. The final American battle was 
along a 24-mile line in the Argonne Forest, rugged country 
near the intersection of the borders of France, Belgium, and 
Germany. It was in that position that a million doughboys 
were sitting when, on November 11, 1918, the Germans 
 capitulated.

Armistice
In the trenches and back home, Americans celebrated deliri-
ously. Millions of people gathered in city centers throughout 

MAP 36:3 American Operations 1918. A few Americans saw action attached to French units in 1917: not many; they were not 
yet adequately trained for the new kind of war. In May 1918, the American Expeditionary Force took over the Allied center for the
five-month push that ended the war on November 11. On Armistice Day, most of Belgium was still occupied by Germany. Only on 
the right flank did French troops penetrate into Germany and that was in Alsace, which had been French before 1871. When the war
ended, there was one soldier for every 4 inches of the front.



the country, dancing and whooping it up. The Yanks had 
won the war! Had not the Germans stalemated the French 
and British until our boys went “over there”? Less than a year 
after the Americans began to fi ght, it was all over. General 
Pershing was a hero. An even more celebrated hero was 
 “Sergeant York,” Alvin C. York, a Tennessee mountaineer 
who, a few weeks before the Armistice, attacked a German 
machine gun nest alone, killed seventeen men with seven-
teen bullets and, single-handed, marched 132 prisoners and 
thirty fi ve machine guns back to American lines.

In fact, the infusion of American troops was the key to the 
Allied advance to victory in 1918. But the joyous celebration 

in the United States was possible only because the American 
blood sacrifice was so small. 114,000 American soldiers died 
in the war, more than half of them, as always, from disease. 
Romania, with a population of 8 million, not much more 
than New York City, lost twice as many. About 1.4 million 
Frenchmen and almost a million British soldiers died. Three-
quarters of all the Frenchmen who served in the war were 
casualties. France and Britain were maimed. Germany and 
Russia were maimed and defeated. If it was going too far to 
say that the United States “won the war,” it was quite true 
that the United States was the only belligerent nation where 
people could feel like victors.
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W
oodrow Wilson called it “a war to make 
the world safe for democracy.” He sent the 
doughboys to Europe and he threw the in-
dustrial might of the United States behind 
the Allies in the belief there would be no 

victors in the traditional sense of the word—no conquerors 
on the take. Instead, the peacemakers (led by him) would 
create a new world order dedicated to settling disputes be-
tween nations justly and peaceably. Wilson also called the war 
“a war to end all wars.”

THE PROGRESSIVE WAR
The First World War was simultaneously the apogee of pro-
gressivism, when reformers turned ideas into policies, and the 
undoing of the progressive movement. For two years, progres-
sive moralists and social planners had free rein in  Washington. 
Within a few years of the armistice, however, there was no 
progressive movement left, only a few voices crying in the wil-
derness in Congress and the states hearing only echoes.

Split
The question of intervention split the progressives. A few 
itched to fi ght from the start, most notably Theodore  

 Roosevelt. When the United States declared war, he asked for a 
command in Europe. Wilson ignored him. Other Republican 
progressives, mostly westerners like Robert La Follette of Wis-
consin, George Norris of Nebraska, William E. Borah of Idaho, 
and Hiram Johnson of California, voted against the declara-
tion of war. When they lost, they moderated their antiwar 
rhetoric but not their opinion that intervention was foisted 
on the country by munitions makers and bankers. The “willful 
men” prolonged the debate on the Conscription Act of 1917 
for six weeks until Congress exempted boys under 21 from the 
draft. Any affi nity the isolationist progressives felt with Wilson 
before April 1917 dissipated thereafter.

Democratic party progressives wholeheartedly supported 
the war. Like Wilson, they came to believe that Germany was 
a serious threat to free institutions everywhere. Moreover, in 
the task of mobilizing resources in order to fight the war, and 
in the wave of patriotic commitment that swept the country, 
progressives saw a golden opportunity to put their ideas for 
economic and social reform to work.

They were right on one count. It was impossible to wage a 
modern war while clinging to the idea of a free, unregulated 
economy. Armies numbering millions of men could not be 
supplied with food, clothing, shelter, medicine, and arms by 
private companies entirely free to do as their owners chose. 
France and Britain had clamped tight controls on  factories 

Chapter 37

Over Here 
The Home Front 1917–1920

Once lead this people into war, and they’ll forget there ever was such a thing as 
tolerance. To fight you must be ruthless and brutal, and the spirit of ruthless 
brutality will enter into the very fiber of our national life.

—Woodrow Wilson

When I think of the many voices that were heard before the war and are still heard, 
interpreting America from a class or sectional or selfish standpoint, I am not sure 
that, if the war had to come, it did not come at the right time for the preservation 
and reinterpretation of American ideals.

—George Creel
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and farms in 1914. Germany already had them. When 
 America went to war, progressives knew that their govern-
ment had to do the same and they were delighted. At the 
core of their beliefs was the assumption that the power of the 
state, in the right hands, was a force for good. Now the whole 
country, caught up by patriotism, would be behind them.

They were not disappointed—for the duration. Proposals 
for regulation of business that were rejected as “radical” in 
peacetime proved, in the urgency of wartime, to be less than 
was necessary. The federal government took over the direc-
tion of much of the economy.

Planned Economy
Government grew like a mushroom. Federal spending in-
creased tenfold. The bureaucracy doubled in size. Employees 
of the executive branch, 400,000 in 1916, numbered 950,000 
in 1918.

All kinds of new agencies were set up during the twenty 
months that the United States was at war. Some were useless 
and wasteful, established without thought; they served little 
purpose beyond providing desks, chairs, inkwells, and salaries 
for the functionaries who ran them. A few agencies were plain 
failures. The Aircraft Production Board was commissioned to 
construct 22,000 airplanes in a year. The figure was unrealistic, 
but the 1,200 craft that the board actually delivered were far 
fewer than a hustler with a bank loan could have supplied.

Some agencies were quite successful. The Shipping Board, 
founded in 1916 before the declaration of war, produced 
 vessels twice as fast as German submarines could sink them. 
Privately run shipbuilding companies, loaded with dead-
wood in management, were not up to that achievement.

The United States Railway Administration, headed by 
Wilson’s son-in-law and secretary of the treasury, William G. 
McAdoo, was created early in 1918 when moving the volume 
of freight the war created proved to be beyond the capabili-
ties of the men who ran the nation’s railroads. The govern-
ment paid the stockholders a rent equal to their earnings in 
the prewar years and simply took over. McAdoo untangled 
a colossal snafu in management within a few weeks; he re-
organized the railroads into an efficient system such as the 
nation had never known. About 150,000 freight cars short of 
the number needed to do the job in 1917, American railroads 
had a surplus of 300,000 cars by the end of the war.

The war production boards were coordinated by a super 
agency, the War Industries Board, headed by Wall Street 
financier Bernard Baruch. His presence at the top of the 
planning pyramid indicated that the progressives had not 
won their campaign for a directed economy without paying 
a price. American industry and agriculture were regulated 
as never before. But elected officials and public-spirited 
experts with no stake in the profits were not always in the 
driver’s seat.

Herbert Hoover
Food Administrator Herbert C. Hoover’s task was as chal-
lenging as McAdoo’s, and it kept him in the public eye. 
Hoover’s job was to organize food production, distribution, 
and consumption so that America’s farms fed the army, the 
American people, met some of the needs of the Allied armies, 
and made up Great Britain’s shortfall.

Only 43 years old when he took the job, Hoover was 
known as the “boy wonder.” An orphan, Hoover grew up in 
California with relatives. He worked his way through Stan-
ford University, graduated as a mining engineer, and decided 
to work abroad on new strikes, where be could share in the 
profits, rather than for a salary in the United States. He had 
his adventures; Hoover and his wife were besieged in China 
during the Boxer Rebellion. Mostly, however, he developed 
mines, made shrewd personal investments, and was so soon 
a millionaire that he was bored with money making when 
still a young man.

Hooverizing
Herbert Hoover encouraged city dwellers to plant “victory 
gardens” in their tiny yards. Every tomato that was raised 
at home, he said, freed commercially produced food for the 
front. He promoted classes for homemakers in economizing 
in the kitchen and distributed cookbooks on how to prepare 
leftovers. The impact of his programs was so great that, 
half-seriously, Americans coined the verb hooverize to mean 
economize, and they used it. Chicago proudly reported that 
the city’s housekeepers had "hooverized" the monthly output 
of garbage down by a third.

1916 1917 1918 1919 1920

The Home Front 1916–1920

1917 Railway Administration; War Industries Board; Food Administration; Selective Service Act;

1916 Shipping board established

Schenk v. U.S.; Fight for the League; Eighteenth Amendment (Prohibition)  1919

Nineteenth Amendment (woman suffrage); Harding elected  1920

1918  Fourteen Points; Debs imprisoned; Wilson sails to Europe

Race riots in Houston and East St. Louis
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Hoover’s ambitions were in public service. He believed 
that able, wealthy men like himself had responsibilities to so-
ciety. He got his chance to start out in a high-profile position 
when he happened to be in London at the outbreak of the 
war. He was asked to take over the problem of getting food 
to the people of devastated Belgium and he jumped at the 
challenge. Hoover liquidated his business interests, mastered 
the complex and ticklish task of feeding people in a war zone, 
and undoubtedly saved hundreds of thousands of lives.

He did it without charm or personal flash. Hoover was se-
rious, intense, and humorless. He shared the progressive faith 
in the application of scientific principles—engineering—to 
social problems. Hoover became a war hero in almost the 
same rank as General Pershing, Sergeant York, and America’s 
ace airplane pilot, Captain Eddie Rickenbacker.

In one important way, Hoover differed from other pro-
gressives (and it helps to explain his popularity). Even un-
dertakings as massive as organizing food production, distri-
bution, and consumption, Hoover believed, did not require 
the state’s coercive powers. It could be done by voluntary 
cooperation.

Unlike the Railway Administration, which took control of 
the nation’s railroads on its own terms, Hoover did not force 
anything on anyone. Food was not rationed in the United 
States as it was in every other country in the war. Instead, 
Hoover engineered colorful publicity campaigns urging 
Americans, in the spirit of patriotism and “pulling together,” 
to observe Wheatless Mondays, Meatless Tuesdays, Porkless 
Thursdays, and so on. The program worked because com-
pliance was easy, yet psychologically gratifying. Making do 
without a commodity vital to the war effort one day a week 
(most weeks) was painless, but it allowed civilians to feel 
that they were part of the fighting machine. It was shrewd 
psychology and it worked. When tens of millions of people 
observed a Meatless Tuesday, the additional tonnage of meat 
available for export in just one week was enormous.

Hoover increased farm production through a combi-
nation of patriotic boosting and cash incentives. Acreage 
planted in wheat increased from 45 million in 1917 to 75 mil-
lion in 1919. American shipments of foodstuffs to the Allies 
tripled over prewar levels that were already high. Hoover 
added “Miracle Man” to his list of flattering nicknames. 

Members of the 369th Infantry. The army was racially segregated; the 369th was entirely African American except for senior officers. 
While General Pershing refused British demands that American soldiers be merged into depleted British units, he “loaned” the 369th to 
the French. They were so effective, the entire unit was awarded the French Croix de Guerre. Note the medal each soldier is wearing.
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Another young Washington administrator, Undersecretary 
of the Navy Franklin D. Roosevelt, wanted the Democratic 
party to nominate Hoover for president in 1920. 

Managing People
People were mobilized along with railway cars and potatoes, 
workers and housewives as well as soldiers. In May 1917, 
Congress passed the Selective Service Act, the fi rst draft 
law since the Civil War. Registration was compulsory for all 
men between the ages of 21 and 45. (In 1918, the minimum 
age was lowered to 18.) From the 10 million who registered 
within a month of passage (24 million by the end of the war), 
local draft boards selected able-bodied recruits according to 
quotas assigned by the federal government. 

Some occupational groups were deferred as vital to the 
war effort, but no one was allowed to buy his way out, as 
was possible during the Civil War (and had been bitterly re-
sented). Indeed, authority to make final selections was given 
to local draft boards in order to silence critics who said that 
conscription had no place in a democracy. The draft con-
tributed about 3 million young men to the armed forces in 
addition to 2 million who volunteered.

About 21,000 draftees claimed to be conscientious objec-
tors on religious grounds. (In the end, only 4,000 insisted on 
assignment to noncombatant duty, usually as medics or in 
the Quartermaster Corps.) Approximately 500 men refused 
to cooperate with the military in any way, some for politi-
cal rather than religious reasons. They were imprisoned and, 
in general, treated poorly. Camp Leonard Wood in Missouri 
had an especially bad reputation. In Washington State, a man 
who claimed that Jesus had forbidden him to take up arms 
was sentenced to death. He was not executed, but the last 
conscientious objector was not freed from prison until 1933, 
long after a majority of Americans had come to agree with 
him that the war had been a mistake.

SOCIAL CHANGES
War is a revolutionary or, at least, it is an agitator. The 
changes impressed on American society from the top in 
the interests of victory inevitably affected social relation-
ships. Some groups consciously took advantage of the gov-
ernment’s wants, needs, and preoccupations to achieve old 
goals. Others were merely caught up by the different rhythms 
of a society at war.

Labor Takes A Seat
In order to keep the factories humming, Wilson made con-
cessions to the labor movement that had been unthinkable a 
few years earlier. He appointed Samuel Gompers, the patri-
otic president of the American Federation of Labor, to Ba-
ruch’s War Industries Board. The Postmaster General refused 
to deliver an issue of a socialist magazine in which Gompers 
was criticized. In return for recognition and favors, Gompers 
pledged the AFL unions to a no-strike policy for the duration 
of the confl ict. 

Because most wages rose during the war, there were 
comparatively few work stoppages. Business boomed, and 
employers dizzy with bonanza profits did not jeopardize 
them by resisting moderate demands by their employees. 
Most important, the National War Labor Board, on which 
five AFL men sat, mediated many industrial disputes before 
they disrupted production.

The quiet incorporation of organized labor into the fed-
eral decision-making process made the AFL respectable as it 
never had been before, Samuel Gompers’s dream come true. 
From 2.7 million members in 1914, the union movement 
(including independent unions) grew to 4.2 million in 1919.

Blacks in Wartime
Booker T. Washington died in 1915. When America went 
to war two years later, there was no African American of 
his stature to act as a “spokesman for the race.” The presi-
dent of the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People was white. Moreover, most of its members 
were middle-class northerners. Founded only in 1910, the 
organization had little prestige among the masses of African 
Americans, who were poor and, overwhelmingly, lived in the 
South. Many blacks had, no doubt, never heard of it.

W.E.B. DuBois, the scholar-editor of the NAACP journal, 
the Crisis, said, as Frederick Douglass had during the Civil 
War, that the willingness of young black men to serve in the 
army should be rewarded by the government’s support of Af-
rican American civil rights. DuBois was not naive about the 
possibilities. He was well aware that President Wilson was a 
southerner who approved (if quietly) of the South’s Jim Crow 
laws. In an open letter to Wilson, he was content to pres-
sure the president on the lynching epidemic in the South. He 
pointed out the irony of fighting against the savagery of “the 
Hun” in Europe while ignoring the savagery of American 
lynch mobs. Wilson issued a stronger anti- lynching state-
ment than he ever had previously, but said nothing about 
the federal anti-lynching act that was one of the NAACP’s 
goals. Lynching incidents declined to 38 in 1917; the annual 
average for the five prewar years was 59. But 1917 was a fluke. 
There were 64 lynchings in 1918 and 83 in 1919, the highest 
total since the bloody 1890s.

About 400,000 African Americans served in the armed 
forces. They were strictly segregated in “Negro Units.” All but 
a few black sailors were assigned to the galleys as cooks, dish-
washers, cafeteria line workers, and waiters at officers’ messes. 
Few enlisted in the interests of their race. Black doughboys 
joined up for the same reasons whites did: the chance for ad-
venture (they were young men), a clean, warm bed and three 
good meals a day (like white enlistees, most blacks had dirt-
poor backgrounds), or because they were drafted. Except for 
the three well-trained black units in the regular army, few Af-
rican American enlistees and draftees were in combat units. 
Most dug trenches or loaded trucks behind the lines. Only a 
few were taught skills that would be useful to them after the 
war.

Segregation in the military paid one dividend to edu-
cated blacks. Unlike in the Civil War, when black soldiers 
were commanded entirely by whites, the army trained and 
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 commissioned 1,200 African American officers. Only a 
handful of them rose higher in rank than captain, but the 
fact that black officers existed was a point of pride in African 
American communities.

Migration: From Jim Crow to Race Riot
World War I was a landmark in African American history 
because the war years were the beginning of the massive emi-
gration of blacks from the rural South to the industrial cit-
ies of the North. Each year before 1914, about 10,000 blacks 
drifted from the South to Philadelphia, New York, Detroit, 
Chicago. After 1914, just when American factories needed 
new workers to fi ll orders from Europe, the risks of ocean 
travel choked off immigration. More than 1.2 million immi-
grants entered the United States in 1914, 326,000 in 1915. In 
1918, only 111,000 immigrants were recorded, the fewest in 
a year since the Civil War and, except for two Civil War years, 
the fewest since 1844. 

Industry could not afford to observe the informal color 
line that had kept African Americans out of factory jobs 
that paid decent wages. Lured by the abundant jobs and 
the chance to escape rigid racial segregation, 100,000 blacks 
moved north each year, usually by train. It was not as great a 
leap in miles as European immigrants made, but it was just 
as wrenching socially and culturally. Plowing the Mississippi 
delta one week and working on an assembly line in Detroit 

the next, moving from an isolated sharecropper’s cabin to an 
apartment in a congested city meant elemental psychological 
upheaval. 

Most of the African Americans who moved north were 
young, less conditioned than their parents to tolerate the 
daily humiliations of Jim Crow. This was particularly true of 
veterans who had found in France not a colorblind culture, 
as is sometimes said, but one in which race counted for little. 
However, the epidemic of race riots that began during the 
war owed not to the insolence of the odd “uppity Negro,” as 
newspapers often reported, but to the rapid growth of the 
black population in northern cities and, consequently, the 
expansion of African American communities into neighbor-
hoods white people thought of as their own.

Between 1910 and 1920, Detroit’s African American pop-
ulation rose from 5,700 to 41,000, Cleveland’s from 8,400 to 
34,000. Chicago’s black population, already substantial in 
1910 at 44,000, more than doubled to 109,000. Philadelphia, 
with the nation’s largest black population in 1910 (84,000) 
was home to 134,000 African Americans in 1920.

There was a frightening race riot in industrial East St. 
Louis, Illinois, in 1917. At least forty, possibly three times 
that many people were killed. In 1918, there were race riots 
in Philadelphia and nearby Chester, Pennsylvania. The first 
postwar year, 1919, was worse, possibly because demobilized 
white veterans were competing with blacks for jobs as well 

Three generations of one family from 
the deep South arrive in a Chicago 
railway station. They appear to be as 
apprehensive as immigrants from Italy 
or Poland as, indeed, they ought to have 
been. Moving from the rural South to 
a big, bustling, noisy industrial city 
like Chicago or Detroit was as culturally 
shocking as moving from Sicily to New 
York. African American immigrants 
had the advantage of speaking the 
language, but they faced a racial 
prejudice far harsher than the 
discrimination immigrants 
experienced. 
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as streets. More than twenty cities experienced race-based 
violence. Chicago was a racial battleground for five days; 
thirty-eight deaths were recorded. At least forty people were 
killed in a riot in Washington. The war was not a window 
of opportunity such as DuBois thought or, at least, hoped it 
would be.

Voting at Last
Personally, President Wilson did not like the idea of women, 
voting (although his only children were daughters). But the 
suffrage movement was too long in the fi eld and, by 1917, 
too large to be denied. Wilson announced his support of a 
constitutional amendment guaranteeing the vote to women, 
and Congress sent the Nineteenth Amendment to the states 
in June 1919, six months after the Armistice. In August, 
1920, ratifi cation by Tennessee put it into the Constitution. 
The right of citizens to vote, it read, “shall not be denied or 
abridged by the United States or by any State on account of 
sex.” Carrie Chapman Catt, head of the National American 
Woman Suffrage Association, had no doubt about what put 
the long-sought reform over. It was the war, the one-time 
pacifi st said, that enfranchised American women.

Catt was a progressive on social and economic issues, but 
a conservative feminist; the suffrage was her goal. She sold 
woman suffrage to progressive politicians by assuring them 

that responsible middle-class white women would provide 
the votes to counterbalance the political power of immigrant 
radicals and corrupt political machines. 

Alice Paul was the leader of the radical wing of the suffrage 
movement. She and her followers had employed showy, mili-
tant tactics in the campaign to win the vote. They chained 
themselves to the fence around the White House, and Paul 
burned a copy of Wilson’s Fourteen Points to dramatize 
what she saw as his hypocrisy. (Carrie Chapman Catt shud-
dered.) The radical feminists—they adopted the name after 
the Nineteenth Amendment was enacted—believed that the 
woman vote, because women thought differently than men 
did, would change American society, particularly women’s 
social and economic status, in far more fundamental ways 
than the progressive movement proposed.

During the wartime labor shortage, women took jobs that 
had been considered entirely unsuitable for them. Working-
class women took factory jobs. Women operated trolley cars, 
drove delivery trucks, cleaned streets, and directed traffic. 
But it was a temporary phenomenon. The belief that men 
and women had different “spheres” was still powerful. When 
the veterans returned home, most women in untraditional 
occupations quit and made way for the menfolk.

The Moral War
One of the reforms that suffragists said women voters would 
push over the top was in place before the Nineteenth Amend-
ment. The prohibition movement appeared to be stalled be-
fore the war. In 1914, only one state in four had some sort 
of anti-alcohol law on the books, and many of those were 
casually enforced. By the end of 1917, when a constitutional 
amendment providing for nationwide prohibition was pro-
posed, only thirteen states were completely “dry.” And yet, 
within a year and a half, prohibition was the law of the land.

The war added several new arguments to the anti-alcohol 
armory. Distilleries consumed a great deal of grain that the 
Food Administration was urging Americans to conserve. It 
was hard to defend whiskey when people were urged to eat 
less bread. Shortly after declaring war, Congress passed the 
Lever Act forbidding the sale of grain to distilleries.

Brewers, who had distanced themselves from distillers, 
contrasting the wholesome beer garden with the disreputa-
ble saloon, found themselves vulnerable because most brew-
eries were run by German Americans, their teutonic names 
proudly emblazoned on bottle, keg, and delivery wagon. They 
were easy targets for prohibitionists who took to waving flags: 
Beer was the product of the hated Hun. Congress approved 
the Eighteenth Amendment, prohibiting “the manufacture, 
sale, or transportation of intoxicating liquors”—wine as well 
as beer and spirits—in 1917. The war was over before it was 
ratified. 

The Campaign Against Prostitution
Modern wars have usually meant a relaxation of sexual 
morality because military service removes young men from 
the social restraints of family and community. So it was in 
World War I. Doughboys in France discovered that, with 

A woman welding in a wartime factory. Women in such industrial jobs 
were not as common as they would be during the Second World War. 
But World War I women filled a good many jobs outside factories from 
which they were barred before the war. 
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the war two years old, brothels were everywhere, even in 
tiny French villages. 

Moral progressives in the Wilson administration joined 
forces with army doctors to try to control the inclina-
tions of the recruits. They were warned of the dangers of 
 venereal disease—“A German bullet is cleaner than a French 
whore”—with unpleasant photographs of syphilitic chan-
cres and victims of the disease whose faces had been disfig-
ured. Physicians drummed the symptoms of gonorrhea into 
soldiers’ heads. In France, the army obliged both doctors and 
moral progressives by forbidding soldiers on leave to take 
their holiday in wide-open Paris. (The order was ineffective; 
soldiers on leave took their chances on getting caught rather 
than miss the chance to see “Gay Paree.” Deserters invari-
ably headed for Paris where they could lose themselves in the 
city’s seamier quarters.)

Josephus Daniels, the deeply religious secretary of the 
navy, actually believed that having authority over so many 
young men was a God-given opportunity to improve their 
morals. He called navy ships “floating universities” of moral 
reform. Daniels gave orders to the navy to clear out the red-
light districts that had been a fixture near every base. The 
army did the same in towns near its training camps, most 
famously Storyville, across the river from New Orleans.

Prostitution no more disappeared than people stopped 
drinking alcohol. But the flush of excitement in the reform-
ers’ short-term victories confirmed their belief that, among 
its horrors, the war had transformed society into a labora-
tory where it could be reshaped for the better.

CONFORMITY AND REPRESSION
As Wilson had predicted, the white-hot patriotism of war-
time scorched political expression. “Free speech” was not 
defi ned a fraction as broadly as it is today, but it was gen-
erally accepted that political opinion short of advocating 
violence was protected by the First Amendment. Once the 

United States was at war, however, federal, state, and local 
governments harassed and even jailed those who vocif-
erously criticized the war and winked at vigilante actions 
against people who did not conform to the standards of the 
super-patriots.

The Campaign Against the Socialists
The Socialist party of America was the most important 
national organization to oppose the declaration of war. In 
April 1917, as Congress was debating Wilson’s request, the 
party called an emergency convention in St. Louis and pro-
claimed “unalterable opposition” to a confl ict that killed 
working people while paying dividends to capitalists. The 
party’s stance did not hurt it at the polls. The Socialist vote 
increased during the war; voting Socialist was one of the few 
ways non-Socialists who opposed the war could register their 
disapproval.

Governments moved promptly to squelch the possibil-
ity of a Socialist-led antiwar bandwagon. The legislature 
of New York expelled seven Socialist assemblymen simply 
because they opposed the war. Not until after the war did 
courts rule the expulsion unconstitutional. Socialist Victor 
Berger was elected to Congress from Milwaukee but denied 
his seat by the House. When, in the special election to fill 
the vacancy, he defeated an opponent supported by both 
the Democratic and Republican parties, Congress again re-
fused to seat him. Berger’s district remained unrepresented 
until 1923 when, finally, he was allowed the place he had 
been elected to fill five years earlier. In the meantime, Post-
master General Albert S. Burleson denied the Milwaukee 
Social Democratic Herald and other Socialist newspapers 
cheap mailing privileges. Most of them never recovered 
from the blow.

The most celebrated attack on the Socialists was the in-
dictment and trial of the party’s longtime and much beloved 
leader Eugene V. Debs for a speech in which he advocated re-
sisting the draft. In sending Debs to Atlanta penitentiary, the 
Wilson administration was taking a chance. The four-time 

Mainstream suffragists like Carrie 
Chapman Catt and the National 
American Woman Suffrage 
Association feminists told progressive 
congressmen and state legislators that 
they should support votes for women 
because white middle-class women 
(which virtually all suffrage activists 
were) would vote thoughtfully and 
responsibly against radicalism and 
corrupt political machines supported 
by undesirable characters like this 
dubious looking voter.
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presidential candidate was admired by many non- Socialists. 
At his trial in September 1918, Debs was at his most elo-
quent. “While there is a lower class I am in it; while there is 
a criminal element I am of it; while there is a soul in prison, 
I am not free,” he told the jury. But in jailing him and a few 
other prominent Socialists such as Kate Richards O’Hare, the 
government made it clear that dissent on the issue would not 
be tolerated.

The Destruction of the IWW
The suppression of the IWW, the Industrial Workers of the 
World, was heavier-handed than the harassment of the so-
cialists. There was a bitter irony in this for, while the IWW, 
like the Socialist party, offi cially opposed the war, the head 
of the union, William D. “Big Bill” Haywood, tried to soft-
pedal the issue. The IWW was enrolling new members by the 
thousands every month. Haywood, a union man fi rst, hoped 
to ride out the patriotic hysteria and emerge from the war 
with the IWW a powerful labor organization.

In fact, the federal government set out to destroy the 
IWW less because of its official opposition to the war than 
because it was an increasingly large and effective labor orga-
nization. By 1917, the IWW’s membership was concentrated 
in three sectors of the economy that were vital to the war 
effort: among the migrant harvest hands who brought in 
the nation’s wheat; among loggers in the Pacific Northwest 
(Sitka spruce lumber was essential to aircraft manufacture); 
and among copper miners in Globe and Bisbee, Arizona, 
and Butte, Montana. Unlike American Federation of Labor 
unions, IWW unions refused to pledge not to strike during 
the war.

The IWW was also a tempting target for repression because, 
representing workers on the very bottom and preaching revo-
lution, most respectable middle-class people  disapproved, 
even feared the union. In contrast, most Socialist party leaders 
were themselves middle class and moderate; and the party’s 
program was no more radical than the programs espoused by 
many progressives. The socialists had friends, the IWW not 
many. 

The IWW was crushed by a combination of vigilante ter-
rorism and government prosecution. In July 1917, 1,000 
“deputies” wearing white arm bands so as to recognize one 
another rounded up 1,200 Wobbly strikers in Bisbee, put 
them aboard a chartered train, and dumped them in the 
Hermanas desert of New Mexico, where they were without 
food for thirty-six hours. The next month, IWW organizer 
Frank Little was lynched in Butte, possibly by police officers 
in disguise. In neither case was there any serious attempt to 
identify the vigilantes.

In the grain belt, sheriffs and farmers had a free hand in 
dealing with suspected Wobblies. In the Sitka spruce forests 
of Washington and Oregon, the army organized the Loyal 
Legion of Loggers and Lumbermen to counter the popular-
ity of the IWW. There, at least, working conditions were im-
proved, but “5L” attacks on the IWW were frequently vicious. 
Local police and federal agents ignored the obvious viola-
tions of civil rights and violence.

Civil Liberties Suspended 
The fatal blow on the IWW fell in the fall of 1917. The Jus-
tice Department raided IWW headquarters in several cit-
ies, rounded up the union’s leaders, and indicted about 200 
under the Espionage Act of 1917. Later enhanced by the Sedi-
tion Act of 1918, the Espionage Act outlawed not only overt 
treasonable acts but also made it a crime to “utter, print, 
write, or publish any disloyal, profane, scurrilous, or abusive 
language” about the government, the fl ag, or the uniform of 
a soldier or sailor. A casual snide remark was enough to war-
rant bringing charges; a few cases were based on little more 
than wisecracks.

In Schenck v. the United States (1919), the Supreme Court 
unanimously upheld this broad, vague legislation. As if to 
leave no doubt as to the Court’s resolve, Oliver Wendell 
 Holmes Jr., the most liberal-minded justice at the time, wrote 
the opinion which established the principle that when “a 
clear and present danger” existed, such as the war, Congress 
had the power to pass laws that would not be acceptable in 
normal times.

Even at that, the prosecutors never proved that either the 
IWW leaders or the organization itself was guilty of sedition. 
In effect, the individuals who were sentenced to up to 20 years 
in prison were punished because of their membership in an 
organization the government wanted to crush. Liberals who 
had no taste for IWW doctrine were shocked at the govern-
ment’s cynicism and fought the prosecutions. In 1920, led by 
Roger Baldwin, they organized the American Civil Liberties 
Union to guard against a repetition of the repressions.

Molding Public Opinion
The attack on the Socialists and the Wobblies was not the only 
refl ection of the spirit of intolerance that Wilson feared the war 
would loose. Many otherwise reasonable people were stirred 
by patriotism to believe that they were part of a holy crusade 
against a foe with the wiles and dark powers of the devil.

There were many violent acts against individual German 
Americans. Most incidents were spontaneous; for example, a 
Midwestern mob dragged a German-American shopkeeper 
from his home, threw him to his knees, forced him to kiss 
the American flag, and made him spend his savings on war 
bonds. But intolerance and even vigilante activity were also 
abetted and even instigated by the national government.

The Committee on Public Information (CPI) was en-
trusted with the task of mobilizing public opinion behind 
the government. Headed by George Creel, a progressive news-
paperman who had fought against the very sort of intoler-
ance he now encouraged, Creel’s job was twofold. First, in 
order to avoid demoralization, the CPI censored the news 
from  Europe. CPI dispatches emphasized victories and sup-
pressed or played down stories of setbacks and accounts of 
the misery of life in the trenches. With most editors and pub-
lishers solidly behind the war, Creel had no difficulty per-
suading them to censor their own correspondents.

Second, the CPI attempted to mold public opinion so that 
even minor deviations from full support of the war were 
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“They Dropped Like Flies”: The Great Flu Epidemic

About 8 million soldiers died 
in Europe between 1914 and 
1918. The “Spanish flu” epi-
demic of 1918–1919 was dead-
lier. In just four months, it 
killed 21 million people world-
wide. The  American army lost 
49,000 soldiers in battle, 64,000 
to disease, the majority to the 
flu; 548,452  civilians died of the 
disease.

The flu first appeared at Fort 
Riley, Kansas, in March 1918. 
After a dust storm, 107 soldiers 
checked into the infirmary 
complaining of headaches, fever 
and chills, difficulty breathing, 
and aches and pains. The ill-
ness had hit them in an instant; 
one moment they were feeling 
fine, the next they could barely 
stand. Within a week, Fort Riley 
had 522 cases and in a little 
more than a month, when the 
disease abruptly disappeared, 
8,000. About fifty of the men 
died. That was not a particularly disturbing figure in an 
era when a number of contagious diseases were deadly. 
Alert doctors noted a curious thing, however; most of 
the victims were in the prime of life and in excellent physi-
cal condition.

The soldiers from Fort Riley were shipped to Europe in 
May and soon the deadly disease spread throughout the con-
tinent. In Switzerland alone, 58,000 died of it in July. Flu was 

so devastating in the trenches 
that German General Erich 
Ludendorff curtailed his last-
ditch offensive. By June, the 
flu was sweeping Africa and 
India where the mortality was 
“without parallel in the his-
tory of disease.” The catastro-
phe in India could be attrib-
uted to the wretched poverty 
of the subcontinent. But what 
of Western Samoa, where 
7,500 of the island’s 38,000 
people died?

Then the flu began a sec-
ond world tour. The war 
had created ideal conditions 
for a pandemic (a world-
wide epidemic). People were 
moving about in unprec-
edented numbers; 200,000 to 
300,000 crossed the Atlantic 
to  Europe each month, and 
almost as many crowded 
westbound steamships. The 
war also crowded people to-

gether.  Conditions were  perfect for the spread of an air-
borne virus. With so many hosts handy, the emergence of 
new viral strains was inevitable. 

Which is apparently what happened in August, either 
in western Africa, France, or Spain (which got the blame; 
Americans called the disease the “Spanish flu”). The deadlier 
mutation returned to the United States where its effects were 
cataclysmic. In Boston, where the disease made its landfall, 
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branded as disloyal. Obviously, all German Americans could 
not be condemned as disloyal. (Only 6,300 Germans were 
actually interned compared with 45,000 of Great Britain’s 
much smaller German-born community.) However, the CPI 
could and did launch a massive propaganda campaign that 
depicted German Kultur as intrinsically evil.

The CPI issued 60 million pamphlets, sent prewritten edi-
torials to pliant (or lazy) newspaper editors, and subsidized 
the design and printing of posters conveying the impression 
that a network of German spies was ubiquitous in the United 
States. With money to be made in exploiting the theme, 
the infant film industry centered in Hollywood, California, 
rushed to oblige. A typical title of 1917 was The Barbarous 
Hun. In May 1917, a movie producer, Robert Goldstein, was 
arrested and convicted under the Espionage Act for making 

a film about the American Revolution, The Spirit of ’76. One 
scene showed a redcoat impaling an American baby on his 
bayonet. Goldstein’s crime was to have aided the enemy by 
disparaging America’s British ally.

At movie theaters during intermission, some 75,000 “Four-
Minute Men,” all volunteers, delivered patriotic speeches of 
that duration, 7.5 million messages in all. Film stars like ac-
tion hero Douglas Fairbanks, comedian Charlie Chaplin, and 
“America’s Sweetheart,” Mary Pickford, appeared at Liberty 
Bond rallies and spoke anti-German lines written by the CPI.

Liberty Hounds and Boy Spies
The anti-German hysteria sometimes took laughable form. 
Restaurants revised their menus so that sauerkraut became 
“liberty cabbage,” hamburgers “Salisbury steak” (after a 



How They Lived

202 people died on October 1, 1918. New York City reported 
3,100 cases in one day; 300 died. Later in the month, 851 
New Yorkers died in a single day, the record for an American 
city. Philadelphia lost 289 on October 6; within a week, 5,270 
were dead. The city’s death rate for the month was 700 times 
usual. Similar figures came in from every large city in the 
country. Just as worrisome, the flu found its way to the most 
isolated corners of the United States. An isolated winter log-
ging camp in Michigan was hit. Oregon officials reported 
finding lone sheepherders dead by their flocks.

Public health officials responded as well as could be ex-
pected to a catastrophe that no one understood. Congress, 
many of its members laid low, appropriated money to hire 
physicians and nurses to set up clinics. Many cities closed 
theaters, schools, and churches and prohibited public gath-
erings such as parades and sporting events. Several cities 
required people to wear gauze masks and punished viola-
tors with fines of up to $100. Others, notably Kansas City, 
where the political boss said frankly that the economy was 
more important, carried on as usual and was no harder hit 
than cities that took extreme precautions.

Nationwide, about one person in five contracted the 
flu; the death rate was 3 percent. Philadelphia gathered the 
dead in carts, as had been done during the “Black Death” 
of the Middle Ages. The A. F. Brill Company, a manufac-
turer of trolley cars, turned over its wood shop to coffin 
 makers. Authorities in  Washington, D.C., seized a train 
load of coffins headed for Pittsburgh.

Then, once again, the disease disappeared. There was a 
less lethal wave (another mutation?) in the spring of 1919 
with President Wilson one of the victims. But the worst 
was over about the time that the First World War ended, 
allowing physicians to reflect on the character of the dis-
ease and to wonder what to do if it recurred.

There were some things upon which to reflect. The 
first was that the Spanish flu struck suddenly, giving no 
warning. Second, the disease went relatively easy on those 
people who are usually most vulnerable to respiratory 
diseases—the elderly—and hardest on those who usually 
shook off such afflictions, young people. In the United 
States, the death rate for white males between the ages of 
25 and 34 was, during the 1910s, about 80 per 100,000. 
During the flu epidemic it was 2,000 per 100,000. In a San 
Francisco maternity ward in October, 19 out of 42 women 
died of flu. In Washington, a college student telephoned 
a clinic to report that two of her three roommates were 
dead in bed and the third was seriously ill. The report of 
the police officer sent to investigate read “Four girls dead 
in apartment.” Old people died too, of course, but the 
death rate among the elderly did not rise a single point 
during the epidemic! Finally, people who had grown up 
in the worst city slums were less likely to get the disease 
and, if they got it, less likely to die of it than were people 
who had grown up in rural environments.

Eventually, scientists concluded that the Spanish flu was 
a mutation of a common virus that caused a flu that was 
nothing more than an  inconvenience. It was postulated, 
although never proved, that the deadly germ was the issue 
of an unholy liaison between a virus that affected humans 
and another that affected hogs. Spanish flu became known 
as “swine flu.”

If the theory was true, it explained why poor city people, 
who were more likely to contract a plethora of minor dis-
eases, had an immunity to the deadly virus that farm people 
had not. Because old people were spared in 1918 and 1919, 
it may be that the flu was related to a less fatal virus that had 
caused an epidemic in 1889–1890. Having been exposed to 
that “bug,” the elderly were immune to its descendant.

 British lord), and frankfurters and wiener sausages, named 
after  German and Austrian cities, became universally known 
as “hot dogs.”

The real dog, the dachshund, had to be rebred into a “ liberty 
hound.” Towns with names of German origin voted to choose 
more patriotic designations. Berlin, Iowa became Lincoln; 
Germantown, Nebraska became Garland; East Germantown, 
Indiana, became Pershing. German measles, a common child-
hood disease, was “patriotic measles.” Hundreds of schools 
and some colleges dropped the German language from the 
curriculum. Dozens of symphony orchestras refused to play 
the works of German composers, leaving conspicuous holes 
in the repertoire. Prominent German Americans who wished 
to save their careers found it advisable to imitate opera singer 
Ernestine Schumann-Heinck. She was a fixture at patri-

otic rallies, her ample Wagnerian figure draped with a large 
American flag and her magnificent voice singing “The Star-
Spangled Banner” and “America the Beautiful.”

But the firing of Germans from their jobs, discriminat-
ing against German farmers, burning of German books, and 
beating up German Americans were not so humorous. Nor 
was the treatment of other people designated as less than 
fully patriotic by organizations of self-appointed guardians 
of the national interest with names like “Sedition Slammers,” 
“Terrible Threateners,” and “Boy Spies of America.” Mem-
bers stopped young men on the streets and demanded to see 
their draft cards. It was not an atrocity, just an obnoxious 
annoyance comparable to the “thank you for not smoking” 
mania of the 1990s. But the assumption that one citizen had 
the right to police another was indicative of an unhealthy 
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social mood. The largest of the self-anointed enforcers of pa-
triotism was the American Protective League. At one time it 
numbered 250,000 members, although many people prob-
ably signed up merely to avoid being themselves harassed.

WILSON AND THE LEAGUE
OF NATIONS
Why did Woodrow Wilson tolerate and even tacitly encour-
age these activities? Because his dream of creating a new 
world order became an obsession that virtually destroyed 
his interests in anything else. Before the war, there was an 
easy-going quality to Wilson. He worked only three or four 
hours a day and not at all on Saturday and Sunday. (He had, 
after all, been a college professor.) He had been a regular at 
Washington Senators baseball games. When the war came, 
however, he hardly ever stopped toiling.

Like no president before him (but like several since), 
 Wilson lost interest in domestic affairs except insofar as they 
affected his all-consuming foreign concerns. The one-time 

The Fourteen Points
In January 1918, Wilson presented Congress with his blueprint 
for the postwar world. It consisted of fourteen guidelines that 
were (he said) to shape the treaty that ended the war. Most of 
Wilson’s points dealt with specifi c European territorial prob-
lems; fi ve general principles wove through the plan.

First, defeated Germany must be treated fairly and gener-
ously in order to avoid festering resentments that would lead 
to another war. Wilson was well aware that, for forty years 
before the Great War, French politicians had demanded re-
venge for Germany’s annexation of Alsace and Lorraine in 
1871. In practical terms, Wilson meant that Germany must 
not be stripped of territory populated by Germans and the 
nation must not be saddled with huge reparations payments 
such as Germany had forced on France in 1871.

Second, Wilson said, the boundaries of all European 
countries must conform to nationality as defined by lan-
guage. Wilson believed that the aspirations of people to 
govern themselves was a major cause of the war. He avoided 
 mention of the nonwhite peoples in Britain’s and France’s 
colonies, although he did say that Germany’s colonies were 
to be disposed of on some basis other than as spoils of war.

Third, Wilson demanded “absolute freedom upon the 
seas, . . . alike in peace and in war.” This was a reference to 
the German submarine campaign that Wilson blamed for 

In addition to army and navy recruitment posters (shown here), 
the civilian Committee on Public Information plastered the country 
with some 700 different posters promoting patriotism and warning 
of the dangers from German spies and saboteurs within. It was the 
first intensive government attempt to shape opinions (and discourage 
dissent) in American history. Artistically, posters had never been so 
good and, with no competing media, they never again reached the level 
common during World War I.
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Wilsonian Delusions
President Wilson thought “national self-determination” central 
to avoiding future wars. If boundaries defining states were 
drawn along national lines, there would be no nationalistic 
resentments such as those that produced the Serbian terrorist 
who assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand.

In southeastern Europe, however, homogenous nation 
states were out of the question. Germans, Jews, Hungarians, 
Romanians, Slovenes, Croats, Serbs, Bulgars, Albanians lived 
apart from one another but jumbled in separate neighborhoods 
and villages, not in areas large enough to constitute a nation 
state.

Secretary of State Robert Lansing was flabbergasted by 
the implications of Wilson’s sermons about national self-
determination. “The phrase is simply loaded with dynamite,” 
Lansing said. “It will raise hopes which can never be realized. 
It will, I fear, cost thousands of lives.”

It was not Lansing’s first experience with Wilson’s capacity 
for deluding himself. In 1916, at the president’s request, he 
read a draft of a speech Wilson was to deliver. It included the 
line: “It shall not lie with the American people to dictate to 
another what their government shall be.” Lansing wrote in the 
margin: “Haiti, S. Domingo, Nicaragua, Panama”

enemy of big government presided over its extraordinary 
expansion. Repression of dissenters, even unjust and illegal 
repression, appeared to hasten the defeat of the Kaiser, so 
Wilson abandoned liberal values that had guided his life.



American involvement, but it also had to do with Britain’s 
historical inclination to use her primacy on the ocean to in-
terfere with American shipping.

Fourth, Wilson demanded disarmament. It was obvious 
to all parties that the arms race of the two decades preceding 
the war had been a major cause of the tragedy.

Finally and most important to Wilson, he called for the 
establishment of “a general assembly of nations,” a congress 
of countries, to replace the alliances and secret treaties that 
contributed to the debacle of 1914. More than any other as-
pect of his program, the League of Nations came to obsess 
the president.

Wilson Fools Himself
When an Allied breakthrough in the summer of 1918 put vic-
tory within view, Wilson turned nearly all his energies to plan-
ning for the peace conference to be held in Paris. He announced 
that he would personally head the American delegation.

The enormity of World War I justified his decision, but 
Wilson paid too little attention to a clear shift in the mood of 
the electorate. In the midterm election of 1918, just a week 
before the Armistice, the voters returned Republican majori-
ties of 240–190 to the House of Representatives and of 49–47 
to the Senate. Not only was Congress Republican, but it also 
had a decidedly unidealistic tinge. The machine bosses and 
professional politicians who had resisted progressive reform 
for a decade were back.

Not all the freshmen were reactionaries, nor were they 
 Wilson-haters; they were politicians who were willing to 
deal, to settle for less than they really wanted. It was Wilson 
who was uncooperative. He seemed not to recognize that the 
election of so many Republican regulars might reflect a wea-
riness with his endless idealistic exhortations. The president 
failed to include a single prominent Republican in the party 
he took with him to Europe on December 4, an almost un-
precedented and inexplicable stupidity. Any treaty he brought 
back with him had to be ratified by the Republican Senate.

Prestige
John Maynard Keynes of the British delegation at the 
Versailles Conference wrote that Woodrow Wilson enjoyed 
a prestige and a moral influence unequaled in history: “His 
bold and measured words carried to the peoples of Europe 
above and beyond the voices of their own politicians. The 
enemy peoples trusted him to carry out the compact he had 
made with them; and the Allied peoples acknowledged him 
not as a victor only but almost as a prophet.”

WILSON AND THE LEAGUE OF NATIONS 625

The “Big Four” at the Versailles Peace Conference: Vittorio Orlando of Italy; David Lloyd George of Great Britain; Georges Clemenceau 
of France; and President Woodrow Wilson. None enjoyed Wilson’s international prestige. But all three came to Versailles with national 
and political interests that conflicted with Wilson’s idealistic plans for the postwar world. Experienced, even cynical political operators, 
they soon learned how to wring concessions from the idealistic Wilson.
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Wilson also misinterpreted his reception in England, 
France, and Italy. Everywhere he went he was cheered and 
buried in flowers by crowds of hundreds of thousands. It 
had to have been a heady experience for a man who, ten 
years earlier, was content to be a university president host-
ing garden parties. Wilson believed that the people of Europe 
had risen to greatness along with him. He believed they were 
cheering the author of the Fourteen Points.

The Peace Conference
He was dead wrong. The hysterical crowds were cheering 
Wilson the conqueror, the man who had won the war for 
them after four years of fruitless slaughter. The leaders of the 
Allies, the men with whom Wilson sat down in Paris, un-
derstood this very well. They knew that after four years of 
savagery and sacrifi ce on an unprecedented scale, the peoples 
of the victorious nations wanted to be rewarded. Georges 
Clemenceau of France, David Lloyd George of Great Britain, 
and Vittorio Orlando of Italy paid lip service to Wilson’s ide-
alism, but just to be polite. Once behind the closed doors of 
the conference room, they made it clear to Wilson that their 
nations had interests that had to be served.

Georges Clemenceau, a hard-bitten, cynical, no nonsense 
French nationalist, was the most candid. “God gave us the Ten 
Commandments and we broke them,” he said, “ Wilson gives 
us the Fourteen Points. We shall see.” Clemenceau blamed 
Germany for the war. (It was true enough that France had 
not wanted to fight in 1914.) And he meant that Germany 
would pay for the death and destruction it had caused. 
France had legitimate grievances that Wilson had rather cav-
alierly waved off when he called for a “peace without victors.” 
 Belgium and France had been the battlefields for four years, 
not Germany. Germany was physically untouched. The Allies 
had crossed the German border at only one point at the time 
of the Armistice. The entire northeast of France, the coun-
try’s industrial heartland, was one big ruin. No reparations?

British Prime Minister David Lloyd George admired 
 Wilson and had no ravaged counties to restore. But he too 
was a political realist and his constituents had suffered the 
loss of almost a million sons, husbands, and fathers with a 
million more men permanently maimed and deserving of 
government support. There were billions in pensions to be 
paid to them and to the widows of the dead soldiers. But the 
British economy was shattered. Lloyd George could not help 
but hold Germany liable.

Italy had been soundly trounced by the Austrians on 
the “southern front.” Prime Minister Vittorio Orlando 
went to Versailles to save face. He insisted that Austria 
cede the South Tyrol and the Dalmatian port of Fiume to 
Italy. The Tyrol’s 200,000 people were German-speaking 
Austrians; Fiume’s population was mostly Croatian. That 
Italy should  incorporate them was as blatant a violation of 
Wilson’s principle of “national self-determination” as was 
imaginable. 

The Japanese delegate Count Nobuaki Makino meant to 
retain the German colonies in the Pacific that Japan had 
seized. So much for Point Five.

So Much for the Fourteen Points
Line by line, the Versailles Conference redrew Wilson’s blue-
print until the president’s chaste Greek temple looked like 
an old farm house to which rooms, dormers, and lean-tos 
had been added over a century. Three of the Fourteen Points 
survived intact; six were completely scuttled; fi ve were com-
promised almost beyond recognition.

Wilson had little choice but to give in. He had no answer 
when Clemenceau pointed out that Germany had extracted 
large reparations from France after the Franco-Prussian 
war although that war too had been fought in France, not 
in  Germany. In creating the new nations of Poland and 
Czechoslovakia, large regions populated almost exclusively 
by Germans were included within their borders. Otherwise, 
Poland would have no seaport (which Wilson himself had, in 
fact, promised) and Czechoslovakia, without the mountains 
of the German Sudetenland, would be defenseless. Indeed, if 
all Germans living contiguous to Germany had been incor-
porated into the nation, its German population would have 
been greater than it had been in 1914. Victors do not write 
treaties that enlarge the power of the vanquished.  Wilson 
wilted.

In the Balkans, national self-determination—ethnically 
homogeneous nations—was impossible. The region was a 
crazy quilt of Hungarian, Romanian, German, Croatian, 
Serbian, Slovenian, Bulgarian, and Albanian counties, towns, 
and villages. Romanian communities sat cheek by jowl with 
Hungarian communities. Every city was home to several eth-
nic groups. The only alternative to Balkan nations with large 
ethnic minorities nursing ancient resentments was a forced 
relocation of millions of people. Italy’s demand of the South 
Tyrol was without justification. Even the Italian army said 
that the province was not essential to Italian defense. But 
 Orlando wanted it and Wilson gave in.

Cruel realities exposed the Fourteen Points as the ivory 
tower doodling of a fuzzy-minded idealist who did not reflect 
on his first draft. Wilson had no choice but to give in, but he 
was incapable of facing up to his illusions (or the fact that 
the American people might conclude that he had been snook-
ered). He accepted the Treaty of Versailles by staking all on 
the League of Nations. He persuaded himself that the League 
would correct the mistakes in the Treaty of Versailles, as if, in a 
few years, human nature would undergo a transformation. 

Article 10
Shelving the Fourteen Points did not much bother the senators 
who would ratify or reject the treaty, particularly the twelve of 
the forty-nine Republican senators, mostly westerners, who 

Round Robin
A round robin is a petition or statement that is signed by 
several people with none of them identified as the leader or 
instigator. All sign around the text of the document in order to 
disguise the order of signing. 



announced that they were “irreconcilable” in their opposition 
to ratifying it. To them, entering the war had been a mistake. 
They meant to isolate the United States from  Europe’s cor-
ruptions and squabbles once again, not to involve the United 
States in them eternally in a League of Nations. 

In March 1919, the other thirty-seven Republican senators 
signed a round robin stating they would vote to ratify the 
treaty with certain reservations, which varied from senator to 
senator. The reservations that counted revolved about  Article 
10 of the Covenant of the League of Nations. It pledged all 
member states to “preserve against external aggression the 
territorial integrity and . . . political independence of all 
members.” Article 10, the reservationists said, committed the 
United States to go to war if any other League member were 
attacked. Bulgaria? Uruguay? Article 10 unmodified was a 
surrender of national sovereignty, the reservationists said; 
they would have none of it.

Wilson replied that Article 10 was nothing more than a 
moral obligation; the United States was not surrendering its 
independence of action. This was cant. If the obligation was 
merely moral, it was meaningless, which Wilson, who wrote 
it, did not believe. Nevertheless, although he had given in 
to the Allies on dozens of questions, he refused to change a 
word of Article 10 in order to win the backing of enough Re-
publican senators—not many were needed—to get the treaty 
ratified. In his righteous recalcitrance, he created an opening 
for the chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 
Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts, who openly admitted 
he “hated” Wilson. 

The Fight for the League
Lodge was an unlikely giant killer. He was not especially 
popular with his colleagues in the Senate. As determined to 
have his way as Wilson was, he lacked the greatness to which 
Wilson could rise. In the battle over the League, however, 
Lodge proved an infi nitely better politician. Perceiving that 
Wilson grew less fl exible as the debate developed, Lodge 
became uncharacteristically open and cooperative with the 
“mild reservationists,” Republicans who wanted to vote for 
the League—with a few reservations. Understanding that 
the longer the debate dragged on, the less the American 
people were interested in it, a realism of which Wilson was 
incapable, Lodge played for time. He read the entire 264 
pages of the treaty into the record of his committee’s hear-
ings, even though it had been published and sat on every 
senator’s desk.

Lodge’s calculations were dead right. While a majority of 
Americans probably favored American participation in the 
League during the first months of 1919, their interest waned 
slowly but perceptibly during the summer.

The climax came in September. With the treaty about to 
come before the Senate, Wilson announced an exhausting 
8,000-mile speaking tour that his doctors, knowing of his ex-
tremely high blood pressure, begged him not to undertake. 
He believed that he could rally the people behind him—he 
had done it before—and bring pressure in that way on the 
reservationist senators to vote for the treaty as it stood. By 

September 25, when his train moved into Colorado, the 
crowds seemed to be with him. At Pueblo, however, his 
speech was slurred, and he openly wept. Wilson had suffered 
a mild stroke or was on the verge of a nervous breakdown 
due to exhaustion or both. His physician canceled the tour 
and rushed him back to Washington. A few days later, Wilson 
crumpled to the floor of his bedroom, felled by a cerebral 
thrombosis, a blood clot in the brain.

The Invisible President
No one knows to this day just how seriously Wilson was dis-
abled. For six weeks, his protective, strong-willed wife iso-
lated him from everyone but physicians. She screened every 
document brought to him and returned them with a shaky 
signature at the bottom. When suspicious and concerned of-
fi cials insisted on seeing the president, they discovered that 
his left side was paralyzed and his speech was halting. How-
ever, he was in complete control of his wits. To a Republican 
senator who said, “We’ve all been praying for you,” he replied, 
“Which way, Senator?”

Wilson did not meet officially with his cabinet for six 
months, and photographs of that occasion show a haggard 
old man with an anxiety in his eyes that cannot be seen in 
any earlier picture. Even if the clarity of his thinking was not 
affected, his removal from the scene probably had little effect 
on the outcome of the battle. In the pink of health, Wilson 
had refused to entertain a compromise. 

The inevitable outcome was defeat. In November, on 
Wilson’s instructions, the Democratic senators voted with 
the irreconcilables to kill the treaty with Lodge’s reserva-
tions by a vote of 55 to 39. When the treaty was introduced 
without the reservations, the reservationists and the ir-
reconcilables defeated it against the Democrats. In March, 
over Wilson’s protest, twenty-one Democrats worked out a 
compromise with the reservationist Republicans and again 
voted on the treaty. But twenty-three Democrats contin-
ued to go along with Wilson’s insistence that he get the 
original treaty or no treaty at all. They and the irreconcil-
ables defeated it.

The Election of 1920
Incredibly, Wilson believed that he could win the League 
of Nations by running for a third term in the presidential 
 election of 1920 and winning. That was too much for even 
the most loyal Wilsonians. They ignored Wilson’s hints 
and chose Governor James M. Cox of Ohio, a party regular 
who looked like a traveling salesman. For vice president 
the Democrats nominated a staunch young Wilsonian with 
a magical name, the undersecretary of the navy, Franklin 
D. Roosevelt. The Democrats were pessimistic but hoped 
that the Roosevelt name on the Democratic ticket would 
win enough former Progressive party voters to put Cox 
across.

The Republicans had better reason to expect victory. 
Their party was still the majority party. Wilson’s victory 
in 1912 was possible because the Republican vote had split 
in two. He won reelection in 1916 by a hair because—they 
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concluded—western isolationists believed that Wilson 
would keep the country out of the war. The Republican vic-
tory in the congressional elections of 1918 confirmed their 
belief that the bad times were past and gone.

As usually happens when a party’s candidate, whoever he 
is, looks like a shoo-in, there was a cat fight for the nomi-
nation. The two leading candidates were General Leonard 
Wood, an old comrade of Theodore Roosevelt (but no pro-
gressive), and Illinois Governor Frank O. Lowden. Senator 
Hiram Johnson of California was the candidate of the party’s 
shrinking progressive wing. On the first ballot, Wood had 
287 votes, Lowden 211, Johnson 133. With a herd of favorite 
sons and minor candidates, none was close to the 492 needed 
to win.

Which is exactly what a small-time but very clever poli-
tician supporting Warren G. Harding expected to happen. 
Harding was seventh on the first ballot with just 65 votes.
Nevertheless, when reporters cornered a wheeler-dealer from 
Ohio named Harry M. Daugherty and asked him whom he 
thought would be nominated, Daugherty replied genially: 
“Well boys, I’ll tell you what I think. The convention will be 
deadlocked. After the other candidates have failed, we’ll get 
together in some hotel room, oh, about 2:11 in the morn-
ing, and some 15 men, bleary-eyed with lack of sleep, will sit 
down around a big table and when that time comes Senator 
Harding will be selected.”

His prediction was eerily correct, right down to the de-
tails. After the eighth deadlocked ballot, Daugherty, Lodge, 
and other Republican bigwigs met in a hotel room. The 
next morning, on the ninth ballot, Harding led Wood and 
Lowden. On the tenth, he was nominated.

The Great Bloviator
Harding was the owner and editor of a newspaper in Marion, 
Ohio, whom the Republicans sent to the senate in 1915 as a 
reward for long years as an easy-going, affable party regular 
who did as the bosses asked. He was handsome, sociable, and 
honest but unconcerned about the ethics of his friends. He 
had not distinguished himself as a senator; he was content 
to be a follower. He had been a reservationist in the votes on 
the Treaty of Versailles. He was “the available man,” the fi rst 
choice of few Republicans but acceptable to all. 
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MAP 37:1 Presidential Election, 1920. Harding’s election 
restored the Republican party’s “natural” supremacy in
national elections. Indeed, he enhanced it. Harding swept 
the West which had elected Wilson in 1916. He even cracked 
the “Solid South,” winning majorities in West Virginia and 
Tennessee.

Warren G. Harding speaking from his front porch in Marion, Ohio. 
(The Republican National Committee added the porch to Harding’s 
home in order to remind voters of the “normalcy” of the days when 
McKinley was president.) Harding did not run the pure “front porch 
campaign” in 1920 that McKinley did. He delivered speeches all over 
the country.
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Harding waffled on the treaty issue during the campaign. 
His theme was the country’s need to calm down after so 
many years of experimental reforms, crusading, and war. 
This strategy allowed Harding to make use of his technique 
of “bloviation.” Bloviating, as Harding liked to explain, was 
“the art of speaking for as long as the occasion warrants, and 
saying nothing.” In a speech in Boston, Harding declared that 
“America’s need is not heroism but healing, not nostrums 
but normalcy, not agitation but adjustment, not surgery but 
serenity, not the dramatic but the dispassionate, not experi-
ment but equipoise, not submergence in internationality but 
sustainment in triumphant nationality.”

A Democratic politician remarked that the normalcy 
speech “left the impression of an army of pompous phrases 
moving over the landscape in search of an idea.” The icono-
clastic journalist H. L. Mencken did him one better. He said 
that Harding’s speech reminded him of “stale bean soup, 
of college yells, of dogs barking idiotically through endless 
nights.” But Mencken added perceptively that “it is so bad 
that a sort of grandeur creeps through it.” 

Harding won 61 percent of the popular vote, more than 
any candidate who preceded him in the White House since 
popular votes were recorded.

Wilson lived quietly in Washington until 1924. His wit re-
turning after his retirement, he said, “I am going to try to 
teach ex-presidents how to behave.” He set a good example. 
A semi-invalid specter out of the past, he took drives almost 
daily in the elegant Pierce-Arrow automobile that was his 
pride and joy. He attended vaudeville performances and 
baseball games and watched movies, of which he was an avid 
fan, at home.

Unlike Harding (whose funeral he lived to attend),  Wilson 
was a giant who loomed over an age. His intelligence, dig-
nity, steadfastness, and sense of rectitude  overshadowed even 
the boisterous Theodore Roosevelt, something TR himself 
must have sensed: Like Lodge, he hated Wilson. Wilson’s 
end was therefore more tragic than that of any other presi-
dent, including those who were assassinated. For Wilson, like 
the tragic heroes of great drama, was murdered not by his 
 enemies or by his weaknesses, but by his virtues.

FURTHER READING 629

FURTHER READING

General John M. Cooper, Pivotal Decades: The United States, 1900–
1920, 1990; Nell Irvin Painter, Standing at Armageddon: The United 
States, 1877–1919, 1987; John W. Chambers, The Tyranny of Change: 
America in the Progressive Era, 1890–1920, 2000; Steven J. Diner, A
Very Different Age: Americans of the Progressive Era, 1998; Michael 
McGerr, A Fierce Discontent: The Rise and Fall of the Progressive Move-
ment in America, 1870–1920, 2003; John Lukacs, A New Republic: A 
History of the United States in the Twentieth Century, 1984, 2000.

The Home Front David Kennedy, Over Here: The First World War 
and American Society, 1980; Edward Coffman, The War to End 
All Wars: The American Experience in World War I, 1987; John W. 
Chambers, To Raise an Army: The Draft Comes to Modern America,
1987; Alan Dawley, Struggle for Justice: Social Responsibility and the 
Liberal State, 1991; Ronald Schaffer, America in the Great War: The 
Rise of the War Welfare State, 1991; A. McCartin, Labor’s Great War: 
The Struggle for American Democracy and the Origins of Modern 
Labor Relations, 1912–1921, 1997; Alfred W. Crosby, America’s For-
gotten Pandemic: The Influenza of 1918, 1989.

African Americans Gary Gerstle, American Crucible: Race and 
 Nation in the Twentieth Century, 2001; Arthur Barbeau and Florette 
Henri, Unknown Soldiers: Black American Troops in World War I,
1974; William Tuttle Jr., Race Riot: Chicago in the Red Summer of 
1919, 1970; Alfred R. Brophy and Randall Kennedy, Reconstructing 
the Dreamland: The Tulsa Race Riot of 1921, 2002; Joe W. Trotter, 
The Great Migration in Historical Perspective, 1991; David L. Lewis, 
W.E.B. DuBois, 2 vols., 1993, 2000; Kenneth R. Janken, White: The 
Biography of Walter White, Mr. N.A.A.C.P., 2003.

Women and the Vote Sarah Evans, Born for Liberty: A History of 
Women in America, 1989; Sally H. Graham, Woman Suffrage and the 

New Democracy, 1996; Maurine W. Greenwald, Women, War, and 
Work, 1980; Louise M. Newman, White Woman’s Rights: The Racial 
Origins of Feminism in the United States, 1993.

Conformity and Repression Stephen Vaughan, Holding Fast 
the Inner Lines: Democracy, Nationalism, and the Committee of 
Public Information, 1980; Frederick C. Luebke, Bonds of Loyalty: 
German-Americans and World War I, 1974; Kathleen Kennedy, 
Disloyal Mothers and Scurrilous Citizens: Women and Subversion 
During World War I, 1999; Richard Polenberg, Fighting Faiths: 
The Abrams Case, the Supreme Court, and Free Speech, 1987; Paul 
L. Murray, World War I and the Origin of Civil Liberties in the 
United States, 1979 Nick Salvatore, Eugene V. Debs: Socialist and 
Citizen, 1980.

Wilson Klement L. Clements, Woodrow Wilson: World  Statesman, 
1987 and The Presidency of Woodrow Wilson, 1992; Robert H. 
 Ferrell, Woodrow Wilson and World War I, 1917–1921, 1985; Lloyd 
E.  Ambrosius, Woodrow Wilson and Wilsonian Statecraft, 1991; 
Thomas J. Knock, To End All Wars: World War I and the Quest for 
a New World Order, 1992; William C. Widenor, Henry Cabot Lodge 
and the Search for an American Foreign Policy, 1980.

The League of Nations John M. Cooper, Breaking the Heart of the 
World: Woodrow Wilson and the Fight for the League of Nations,
2001; William C. Widenor, Henry Cabot Lodge and the Search for an 
American Foreign Policy, 1980; Thomas J. Knock, To End All Wars: 
World War I and the Quest for a New World Order, 1992; Lloyd M. 
Gardner, Safe for Democracy: The Anglo-American Response to Revo-
lution, 1913–1923, 1984; Donald E. Davis, and Eugene P. Trani, The
First Cold War: The Legacy of World War I in U.S.-Soviet Relations, 
2002.



630 Chapter 37 Over Here 

KEY TERMS

ONLINE RESOURCES

Find additional resources, including primary source docu-
ments, images, interactive maps, simulations, chapter review 
exercises, and Internet links at

The American Past companion Web site
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e

American History Resource Center
http://ushistory.wadsworth.com/

War Industries Board, p. 615

“Hooverizing”, p. 615

DuBois, W.E.B., p. 617

 Industrial Workers of the World, 
p. 621

 Committee on Public Information, 
p. 623

Fourteen Points, p. 625

League of Nations, p. 625

round robin, p. 627

normalcy, p. 629

Use the following listing of key terms to review important 
fi gures, events, locations, and concepts covered in this chap-
ter. A glossary of these terms is available on The American 

Past companion Web site: www.cengage.com/ history/conlin/
tap9e
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DISCOVERY

In what basic way did the presidents of the progressive era (Theodore Roosevelt, 
William Howard Taft, and Woodrow Wilson) view their role in government 
differently from their predecessors from Ulysses S. Grant to William McKinley?

Geography: John Muir and Theodore Roosevelt both called for an end to the unregulated exploitation of the 
nation’s natural resources.  They were allies in the conservation movement but their views on the preservation of 
the wilderness and the conservation of economically valuable resources differed. How?

Our Forests and National Parks, by John Muir, 1901

The tendency nowadays to wander in the wilderness is 
delightful to see. Thousands of tired, nerve-shaken, over-
civilized people are beginning to find out that going to the 
mountains is going home; that wilderness is a necessity; 
and that mountain parks and reservations are useful not 
only as fountains of timber and irrigating rivers, but as 
fountains of life. Awakening from the stupefying effects of 
the vice of over-industry and the deadly apathy of luxury, 
they are trying as best they can to mix and enrich their 
own little ongoings with those of Nature, and to get rid of 
rust and disease. Briskly venturing and roaming, some are 
washing off sins and cobweb cares of the devil’s spinning 
in all-day storms on mountains; sauntering in rosiny 
pinewoods or in gentian meadows, brushing through 

chaparral, bending down and parting sweet, flowery sprays; 
tracing rivers to their sources, getting in touch with the 
nerves of Mother Earth; jumping from rock to rock, feeling 
the life of them, learning the songs of them, panting in 
the whole-souled exercise, and rejoicing in the deep, long-
drawn breaths of pure wildness. This is fine and natural 
and full of promise. So also is the growing interest in the 
care and preservation of forests and wild places in general, 
and in the half wild parks and gardens of towns. Even 
the scenery habit in its most artificial forms, mixed with 
spectacles, silliness, and kodaks; it devotees arrayed more 
gorgeously than scarlet tanagers, frightening the wild game 
with red umbrellas,--even this is encouraging, and may 
well be regarded as a hopeful sign of our times. . . . 

Theodore Roosevelt on Conservation, 1901 

From “Message Communicated to the Two Houses of 
Congress at the Beginning of the First Session of the Fifty-
Seventh Congress” December 3, 1901. 

Public opinion throughout the United States has moved 
steadily toward a just appreciation of the value of forests, 
whether planted or of natural growth. The great part 
played by them in the creation and maintenance of the 
national wealth is now more fully realized than ever before. 

Wise forest protection does not mean the withdrawal 
of forest resources, whether of wood, water or grass, from 
contributing their full share to the welfare of the people, 
but, on the contrary, gives the assurance of larger and 
more certain supplies. The fundamental idea of forestry 
is the perpetuation of forests by use. Forest protection is 

not an end of itself; it is a means to increase and sustain 
the resources of our country and the industries which 
depend upon them. The preservation of our forests is 
an imperative business necessity. We have to see clearly 
that whatever destroys the forest, except to make way for 
agriculture, threatens our well-being. 

The practical usefulness of the national forest reserves 
to the mining, grazing, irrigation, and other interests of 
the regions in which the reserves lie has led to widespread 
demand by the people of the West for their protection and 
extension. The forest reserves will inevitably be of still greater 
use in the future than in the past. Additions should be made 
to them whenever practicable, and their usefulness should be 
increased by a thoroughly business-like management. 
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DISCOVERY

To read extended versions of the documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”

Why were President Wilson and almost all Americans determined to remain out of 
World War I when it began in 1914?  Why had both changed their minds by the spring 
of 1917?

Warfare: In view of what you know about the fighting in World War I up to the spring of 1918, what does this map of 
American operations in the conflict and the table showing the sizes of the major armies involved and their casualties tell of the
unique wartime experience of the United States?

MAP 36:3 American Operations In World War I

World War I Casualties
 Total Mobilized Killed Prisoners Total
 Forces or Died Wounded & Missing Casualties
United States 4,791,000 117,000 204,000 5,000 326,000
Russia 12,000,000 1,700,000 4,950,000 2,500,000 9,150,000
France 8,410,000 1,358,000 4,266,000 537,000 6,161,000
British Commonwealth 8,904,000 908,000 2,090,000 192,000 3,190,000
Italy 5,615,000 650,000 947,000 600,000 2,197,000
Germany 11,000,000 1,774,000 4,216,000 1,153,000 7,143,000
Austria–Hungary 7,800,000 1,200,000 3,620,000 2,220,000 7,020,000
Total 58,520,000 7,707,000 20,293,000 7,187,000 35,187,000

630-B Chapter 37 Over Here 

www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e


©
 U

PI
/B

et
tm

an
n/

Co
rb

is

T
he decade between Armistice Day and the Great 
Depression of the 1930s is (and always will be) 
known as the “Roaring Twenties.” In literature 
and film, even in the novels and movies of the pe-
riod, the 1920s are a time of unprecedented pros-

perity when Americans, worn out by the reforming fervor of 
the progressives and disillusioned by the war for democracy 
that only killed off millions, decided to have a little fun and 
ended up having a lot.

Our historical memories of the Roaring Twenties are set 
in swanky speakeasies run by bootleggers who blasted their 
competitors with “tommy guns” (but never their customers) 
and in stadiums shaking with the cheers of 50,000 sports-
mad fans cheering Harold “Red” Grange on to touchdowns, 
Jack Dempsey on to knockouts, and Babe Ruth on to another 
home run. They are set in dark movie houses where the only 
sound is a piano and the stars are Charlie Chaplin, Rudolph 
Valentino, Mary Pickford, and Clara Bow.

It is the age of cocky college boys with slicked-down hair, 
big capital letters on their sweaters, and, in their pockets, “hip 
flasks” full of illegal “bath-tub gin”; of “flappers” wildly danc-
ing the Charleston and, between numbers, talking flippantly 
about sex; of sweating, ever-smiling black musicians who 
know their place—playing “Dixieland” jazz. One crazy fad 
follows another. And there are the automobiles. Every other 
car on American roads during the Twenties was a cheap, 
homely Model T Ford, but the prosperous decade is better 
remembered for elegant Pierce Arrows, sporty Stutz Bearcats, 
roaring Hispano-Suizas, and sleek Packards.

POSTWAR TENSIONS: LABOR,
REDS, IMMIGRANTS
There is nothing false in this picture. However, it is a mistake 
to assume, as the phrase “Roaring Twenties” implies, that the 
free and easy good times were enjoyed by everyone for a de-
cade before the stock market crashed in 1929. For 60 percent 
of the population, the Twenties were less rewarding than the 
1910s; they saw their share of the nation’s income shrink by 
13 percent. For the upper 40 percent, who did prosper, the 
carefree, easy money years numbered not ten but about fi ve. 
From 1919, the fi rst postwar year, to 1923 when President 
Harding unexpectedly died and even into the presidency of 
his successor, Calvin Coolidge, American society was charac-
terized more by labor unrest, racial confl ict, tensions between 
city and country and between religion and modernism, and 
by bigotry and anxiety rather than by hedonism and glitter.

1919: Year of Strikes
During the war, unions belonging to the American Federa-
tion of Labor pledged not to strike as their contribution to 
the war effort. Wages rose during 1917 and 1918 but not as 
quickly as the prices of consumer goods, which soared dur-
ing a runaway postwar infl ation in 1919. The war’s end also 
meant the cancellation of huge government contracts. Tens 
of thousands of men and women in war-related jobs were 
thrown out of work, leading to the inevitable: 3,600 strikes 
in 1919 involving 4 million workers.

Chapter 38

Troubled Years
America After the Great War 1919–1923

I have no trouble with my enemies but my goddam friends, . . . they are the ones who 
keep me walking the floor nights.

—Warren G. Harding

Harding was not a bad man. He was just a slob.
—Alice Roosevelt Longworth
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The grievances of almost all the strikers were legitimate 
by any measure. Nevertheless, few middle-class Americans, 
themselves hit hard by inflation, were sympathetic. When 
employers described strikers as revolutionaries bent on de-
stroying the country, or the tools of revolutionaries, a lot of 
people nodded agreement, and more than nodded. In  Seattle, 
a dispute that began on the docks of the busy port turned 

into a general strike involving most of the city’s 60,000 work-
ing people with most of the others staying home out of fear. 
Most of the strikers were interested in nothing more than 
better pay. However, the concept of the general strike was as-
sociated with revolution—toppling government by paralyz-
ing the economy. Mayor Ole Hansen said that the strike was 
instigated by dangerous foreign Bolsheviks. That was non-
sense, but it worked. With the help of U.S. Marines, Hansen 
crushed the strikers to general applause.

The magnates of the steel industry employed similar devices 
to combat a walkout in September 1919 by 350,000 workers, 
mostly in the Great Lakes states. Steelworkers had good rea-
sons for striking. Many of them worked a twelve-hour day 
and a seven-day week. It was not unknown for an unlucky in-
dividual to put in thirty-six hours at a stretch to keep his job. 
If a man’s relief failed to show when his shift ended, he might 
be told to stay on for another twelve-hour shift or lose his job. 
When that shift ended, his own began again.

Steelworkers took home subsistence wages. For some 
unmarried immigrants—mostly slavic—home was not 
even a bed to themselves. They contracted with a  boarding-
house to rent a bed for half the day. After their shift and 
a quick meal, they rolled under blankets still warm and 
damp from the body of a worker who had just trudged off 
to the mill.

These inhuman conditions were well known. And yet, the 
heads of the industry, Elbert Gary of United States Steel and 
Charles Schwab of Bethlehem Steel, were able to persuade 
public opinion that the strike was the work of revolutionary 
agitators like William Z. Foster. In fact, Foster’s leadership 
was in the AFL’s bread-and-butter tradition but he had been 
an IWW in the past, so the bosses’ line was plausible. The 
strike failed and the union disintegrated.

The Boston police strike was the most frightening work 
stoppage of 1919. Boston’s patrolmen, mostly conservative 
Roman Catholic Irishmen, were grossly underpaid. Their 
wages had been set in 1916, before the wartime inflation. 
They were not able to support their families in a city where 
rents and the prices of food and clothing had, in many cases, 
tripled during the war.

1919 1920 1921 1922 1923 1924 1925 1926 1927 1929

Postwar Instability 1919–1929

1921 Race riot in Tulsa

1922 Antilynching bill fails in Senate

Sacco and Vanzetti executed  1927

1919 Major strikes; Red Scare; “Black Sox” scandal

1924 Immigration restriction; KKK at peak of power

1925 Scopes “Monkey Trial”; Marcus Garvey imprisoned

Calvin Coolidge president  1923–1929

1921–1923 Warren G. Harding president

1928

A steel company handbill announcing the end of the strike of 1919—
in eight languages! More than half the population of Pittsburgh and 
nearby steel towns like Bradford was foreign born. Up to 75 percent of 
steelworkers were immigrants, most of them slavs.
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Nevertheless, they commanded little public support when 
they walked out. With no cops on the streets, people feared, by 
no means irrationally, there would be a crime wave as hood-
lums and lowlifes took advantage of the chance to snatch 
purses and mug men who looked as if they might be carry-
ing a fat wallet with no fear of arrest. When Massachusetts 
Governor Calvin Coolidge ordered the National Guard into 
Boston to take over police functions and break the strike, the 
public applauded and the strike collapsed. Samuel Gompers 
asked—virtually begged—Coolidge to restore the defeated 
patrolmen to their jobs. Coolidge refused, replying, “there is 
no right to strike against the public safety by anybody, any-
where, anytime.” The phrase made him a national hero. He 
was awarded the vice-presidential nomination on Warren G. 
Harding’s ticket in 1920.

Red Scare
Some of the popular reaction to the strikes of 1919 revealed 
a widespread hostility toward immigrants—foreigners. The 
xenophobia took its most virulent form in the “Red Scare.” 
Even before the Armistice in November 1918, a new stereo-
type was replacing the Hun as the villain Americans most 
loved to hate: the seedy, lousy, bearded, wild-eyed Eastern 
European Bolshevik—the “red.”

The atrocities during the Russian Revolution were real and 
numerous. Nevertheless, they were not enough for sensa-
tionalist American newspapers, few of which had correspon-
dents on the scene. Anti-communist editors exaggerated re-
ports that were bad enough straight and even invented tales 
of mass executions, torture, children turned against their 
parents, and women proclaimed the common sexual prop-
erty of all workingmen. Americans were ready to believe the 
worst about a part of the world from which so many recent 
immigrants had come.

Many were convinced that foreign-born communists 
threatened the security of the United States. In March 1919, 
the Soviets organized the Third International, or Comin-
tern, an organization dedicated to fomenting revolution 
worldwide. So it seemed to be no coincidence when, the next 
month, the Post Office discovered 38 bombs in packages ad-
dressed to prominent capitalists and government officials. 
In June, a few bombs reached their targets. One bomber 
who was identified—he blew himself up—was an Italian. 
When, in September, two American communist parties were 
founded in Chicago, the press emphasized the large immi-
grant element in the membership.

One of the two rival parties was a mostly immigrant or-
ganization. The other, however, was led by Americans who 
boasted (or belittled) a white Anglo-Saxon Protestant ances-
try as impeccable as Henry Cabot Lodge’s. Max Eastman, the 
editor of the radical magazine The Masses, was of old New 
England stock. John Reed, whose Ten Days That Shook the 
World was a sympathetic account of the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion, was a bushy-tailed Harvard boy from Portland, Oregon. 
William D. Haywood, who fled to the Soviet Union rather 
than go to prison, said he traced his ancestry “to the Puritan 
bigots.”

But the dread of a ghost can be as compelling as the fear of 
a grizzly bear. Americans were uneasy in 1919. The tempta-
tion to exploit the anxiety for political gain was irresistible 
for Woodrow Wilson’s Attorney General, A. Mitchell Palmer. 
Sensing he might be able to ride the “Red Scare” into the 
Democratic presidential nomination in 1920, he ordered a 
series of well-publicized raids on communist offices. Only 39 
of the hundreds Palmer arrested were foreigners who could 
be deported legally. Nevertheless, crying “foreign menace,” 
the attorney general put 249 arrestees on a Russia-bound 
steamship that was dubbed “the Soviet Ark.”

On New Year’s Day 1920, Palmer’s agents again swooped 
down on several hundred locations, arresting 6,000 people. 
Many of them, like a Western Union boy delivering a tele-
gram, were guilty of nothing but being in the wrong place 
at the wrong time. Others were arrested while peering into 
the windows of storefront offices. All were jailed at least 
briefly.

Palmer’s presidential hopes fizzled when he predicted 
massive demonstrations on May Day 1920 (the socialist 
and communist holiday) and nothing happened. By mid-
summer, the great Red Scare was over. Antiforeign senti-
ment, however, continued to shape government policy and 
public opinion.

Bartolomeo Vanzetti and Nicola Sacco, obscure Italian immigrants 
who were active anarchists. When they were tried and convicted for 
an armed robbery and two murders in 1920, it was soon discovered 
that some evidence against them had been falsified. Civil libertarians 
and Italian-American associations concluded that they were being 
railroaded because of their politics and Italian origin. They delayed 
their execution until 1927 when they were electrocuted. Half a century 
later, forensic research indicated that at least Sacco was probably 
involved in the murder, but their prosecution and persecution during 
the 1920s were palpably not pursued in the interests of justice.
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Sacco and Vanzetti
The marriage of antiradicalism and xenophobia was focused 
for much of the Twenties on two Italians, Nicola Sacco and 
Bartolomeo Vanzetti. In 1920, they were arrested for an 
armed robbery in South Braintree, Massachusetts, during 
which a guard and a paymaster were killed. They were found 
guilty of murder and sentenced to die in the electric chair.

Before they were executed, however, the American Civil 
Liberties Union learned that the hard evidence against the 
two was scanty and some evidence appeared to have been 
invented by the prosecution. (It was.) The judge at the trial, 
Webster Thayer, was openly prejudiced; he referred to Sacco 
and Vanzetti as “those damned dagos.” To the ACLU and sev-
eral Italian-American associations that joined the fight to save 
the two, and a distinguished law professor at Harvard Univer-
sity, Felix Frankfurter, the men had been found guilty not on 
the basis of the facts but because prosecutor, judge, jury, and 
the press despised them as sinister-looking Italians who spoke 
no English and, worse, they were both anarchists.

Sacco and Vanzetti won admiration in many quarters 
by the quiet dignity with which they carried themselves in 
prison. They insisted on their innocence of the crimes while 
refusing to compromise their political beliefs and their right 
to have them. “I am suffering,” Vanzetti said, “because I am 
a radical and indeed I am a radical; I have suffered because 
I was an Italian, and indeed I am an Italian . . . but I am so 
convinced to be right that if you could execute me two times, 
and if I could be reborn two other times, I would live again 
to do what I have done already.”

The movement to save Sacco and Vanzetti was interna-
tional. Even the fascist dictator of Italy, who had disposed 
of a few anarchists himself, joined the protest. They were 
granted several stays of execution while lawyers attempted 
to find evidence to prove their innocence and petitioned the 
governor of Massachusetts to commute their sentences for, 
if nothing else, public relations. But the governor was under 
far more pressure from people determined to see them dead. 

In 1927, they were electrocuted. The question of their guilt 
or innocence had ceased to be relevant to either side in the 
controversy.

Immigration Restriction
At the turn of the century, “new immigrants”—from south-
ern and eastern Europe—poured into the United States in 
numbers that exceeded a million in several years. Old stock 
Americans, some of them quite distinguished, organized in 
groups like the Immigration Restriction League to stop the 
fl ood of people that some saw as too alien ever to be assimi-
lated as Americans, and others saw as genetically inferior.

Before the world war, the anti-immigration movement’s 
device to limit the influx of “undesirables” was the literacy 
test. Three times, Congress enacted legislation that required 
would-be immigrants to demonstrate that they could read. 
Three different presidents vetoed the bills on constitutional 
grounds: Cleveland, Taft, and Wilson.

The war reduced European immigration to just 110,000 
in 1918. With peace, however, the numbers again increased 
rapidly to 800,000 in 1921. So Congress tried again, avoiding 
the constitutional difficulties of literacy tests by restricting 
immigration on the basis of nationality. The  Immigration 
Restriction Act of 1921, as amended in 1924, limited ad-
missions to 150,000 people each year. (Latin Americans 
were freely admitted; Asians were completely excluded.) 
 Immigrants from each European nation were admitted 
until their numbers reached 2 percent of the number of 
people of their nationality who were residents of the United 
States in 1890.

This convoluted system ensured that few southern 
and eastern Europeans would come to the United States. 
Very few Poles, Czechs, Slovaks, Hungarians, Romanians, 
 Yugoslavians, Bulgarians, Russians, Greeks, and Italians 
had come to the United States before 1890. Under the 
 Restriction Act, only 5,802 Italians were admitted each year, 
6,524 Poles, 2,784 Russians. The quotas for southern and 
eastern Europe were filled by the end of January every year. 
The quotas for the prosperous countries of northern and 
Western Europe were generous and rarely filled. The annual 
quota for Great Britain under the 1924 law was 75,000. It 
was never filled. During the 1930s, only 2,500 Britons emi-
grated to the United States each year.

RACIAL TENSIONS
If Caucasian immigrants faced serious hostility during the 
1920s, the decade was not, of course, kind toward  African 
Americans. This was a major blow to black civil rights 
leaders like W. E. B. DuBois, the editor of the National 
 Association of Colored People’s newspaper The Crisis. 
Like  Frederick Douglass during the Civil War, DuBois had 
urged young African Americans to enlist in the army dur-
ing the war rather than wait to be drafted. He hoped that 
by  emphatically demonstrating their patriotism, blacks’ 

Eloquence
Murderer or victim of injustice, Bartolomeo Vanzetti was a 
man of rare eloquence. The mistakes he made in his adopted 
language added a poignancy to his statements. Shortly 
before his execution, he wrote with some foresight:

If it had not been for these thing, I might have live out 
my life talking at street corners to scorning men. I 
might have die, unmarked, unknown, a failure. Now we 
are not a failure. This is our career and our triumph. 
Never in our full life could we hope to do such work for 
tolerance, for joostice, for man’s understanding of men 
as now we do by accident. Our words—our lives—our 
pains—nothing! The taking of our lives—lives of a 
good shoemaker and a poor fish peddler—all! That last 
moment belongs to us—that agony is our triumph.



claims to social equality—or at least, justice—would be 
heard more cordially after the Armistice. His hopes did not 
survive New Year’s Day 1920.

Race Riots and Lynchings
In late 1918, there was a race riot in little Elaine, Arkansas. 
Several hundred blacks and whites were arrested. Twelve 
were sentenced to death. (The Supreme Court later freed 
them.) In 1919, much of Chicago exploded in a racial fury. 
A black teenager swimming in Lake Michigan drifted into 
“whites-only” waters. He was battered by rocks thrown from 
the beach and drowned. The ugliness of the attack infuriated 
African Americans all over the city. White and black men and 
boys (and women and girls!) battled in the streets, sometimes 
with guns, for fi ve days and nights. Thirty-eight were killed; 
500 people were injured seriously enough to seek medical 
attention. The death toll in other race riots that summer was 
120. In 1921, a citywide race riot in Tulsa left at least 100 
dead; 1,000 homes and shops in the once prosperous African 
American business district were destroyed.

In the first year after the war, seventy-six blacks were 
lynched, more than in any year since 1904. Ten of the victims 
were veterans, several still in their uniforms. In both 1920 
and 1921, lynchings exceeded fifty, and the House of Repre-
sentatives enacted the Dyer Bill, which provided for federal 
prosecution of sheriffs and other police officials who cooper-
ated with or ignored lynch mobs. The bill died in the Senate 

Five young African American men lynched in Texas at the height of 
the lynching tragedy. It was the largest single incident. Authorities were 
unable (or unwilling) to explain the reasons for the murders.
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CHART 38:1 Lynchings in the United States, 1875–1950. Before the rise of southern populism during the 1890s, lynching was 
common in the United States, but blacks were not singled out as victims. After 1900 (except in 1912), lynchings of whites virtually
ceased. By the 1920s, middle-class social pressures on southern sheriffs (who had often been active accomplices to lynchings) 
resulted in a steady decline in the crime. Not until World War II, however, were the numbers of lynching victims reduced to two or 
three per year.
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when southerners filibustered against it with support from 
several northern Democrats.

Nevertheless, lynchings dropped sharply in 1923 and 
never again reached 1919 levels. To some extent, southern 
politicians got the message of the Dyer Bill and passed it on 
back home. If police authorities did not act to prevent lynch-
ings, sooner or later Congress would enact a federal anti-
lynching bill that would overcome obstruction in the Senate. 
More  important, middle-class white southerners and south-
ern newspapers had had their fill of the savagery and what it 
meant for the South’s reputation. Provincial southern sher-
iffs who could shrug off Yankee contempt for them were not 
willing to risk the opposition of influential southern whites.

The Ku Klux Klan
The increase in lynchings in the early 1920s refl ected the 
rise of the new Ku Klux Klan (KKK), itself inspired by the 
sensationally successful fi lm The Birth of a Nation that ro-
manticized the Ku Klux Klan of the Reconstruction Era. The 
revived Klan was founded in 1915 by a Methodist minister, 

William Simmons, after he saw the movie. Under Hiram 
Wesley Evans, a dentist who succeeded Simmons as “Imperial 
Wizard” in 1922, the Klan grew rapidly. Evans gave local units 
and offi cials exotic names such as Klavern, Kleagle, Grand 
Dragon, and Exalted Cyclops. More important, he expanded 
the Klan’s enemies list to tap all the anxieties of the postwar 
period. Evans’s Klan was anti-black, anti- immigrant, anti-
Catholic, anti-Semitic, anti-communist, anti-labor, anti-big 
city, anti-modern morality, and pro-prohibition and pro-
Protestant fundamentalism.

With so large a net, Evans snared members not only in the 
South, but also in the Northwest, Midwest, and California. 
By 1924, Klan membership may have reached the 4.5 million 
the Imperial Wizard claimed. Numerous state legislators and 
congressmen, a few senators, and the governors of Oregon, 
Ohio, Tennessee, and Texas were klansmen or openly sympa-
thetic with it. In Indiana, Grand Dragon David  Stephenson 
was the state’s political boss. At the  Democratic national 
convention in 1924, the Klan was influential enough to pre-
vent the party from adopting a plank critical of its bigotry 

Ku Kluxers praying around a cross. To signal their presence to blacks, Catholics, Jews, or other people the KKK considered undesirable, 
they soaked wooden crosses in kerosene and burned them by night: small crosses in front of the homes of individuals they were warning 
off; crosses 20 and 30 feet high on hilltops at major gatherings. This prayer meeting was staged for a photographer to appeal to religious 
fundamentalists; in fact, the leadership of the Klan at its apogee during the mid-1920s was more money-minded than pious.

©
 U

PI
/B

et
tm

an
n/

Co
rb

is



The Tin Lizzie

The “horseless carriage”—the automobile—was proved 
workable in Germany and France. During the 1890s, 
however, the tinkerers, mechanics, and venture capitalists 
who went crazy were American. By 1900, thirty American 
companies were competing for the automobilist dollar. It 
was a small, luxury market. Their cars were quite expen-
sive, affordable only by the wealthy and of interest, for the 
most part, only to wealthy faddists who made nuisances of 
themselves racing around, running down dogs, and fright-
ening horses. In 1900, carmakers sold only 8,000 vehicles.

Henry Ford was a farm-
boy who hated farming 
and a self-taught engineer 
who worked for an Edi-
son-owned electric com-
pany in Detroit. Ford was 
a mechanical  genius—
he had “wheels in his 
head”—but no more so 
than many others in the 
business. However, where 
other car makers com-
peted for the luxury dol-
lar, ever improving their 
designs and ever increas-
ing their selling prices, 
Ford wanted to “build a car for the great multitude.” As 
other cars grew larger, faster, more comfortable, and more 
attractive, Ford designed an ever more basic automobile 
that could be mass produced in quantities so large and a 
profit margin so slim that its selling price would be within 
the reach of everyone but the poor.

After several flawed designs and constant tinkering with 
the manufacturing process, Ford came up with the Model 
T, which made its debut in 1908. It had a tiny 4-cylinder 
20-horsepower engine, a two-speed (plus reverse) plan-
etary transmission operated by pedals (no gear grinding), 
and it sat high off the ground on wheels 3 feet in diameter. 
The Model T cleared obstacles and putted along in ruts in 
country roads that brought other cars to a halt.

The first Model T Ford cost $825. That was not peanuts 
in 1908, but it was considerably less than every other car 
maker charged. Ford sold 10,000 Model Ts the first year. 
The car was dubbed the “tin lizzie” and the “flivver” be-
cause it looked flimsy. In fact, the Model T was tougher 

than any other American or imported car. Not only could 
it be driven on all but impassable roads, its body was made 
of a vanadium steel alloy with a tensile strength of 170,000 
pounds compared to the 60,000-pound strength of the 
steel in other cars. In a New York to Seattle endurance race 
in 1909, only two cars finished, both Model T.

Ford made few changes in the Model T each year. He 
devoted his time and the brilliant engineers and business 
organizers he hired to improving the manufacturing pro-
cess, increasing production, and lowering the price of his 

car. Ford and his asso-
ciates perfected the as-
sembly line, decreasing 
the time it took to pro-
duce the T by breaking 
the hundreds of com-
plex operations required 
to assemble so complex 
a machine into simple 
tasks that unskilled 
workers standing in one 
place could learn how to 
perform in an hour. The 
parts each man attached 
were brought to them 
by finely orchestrated 

conveyors. In 1910, Ford made and sold 19,000 Model 
T’s, in 1912 78,440. In 1914, 260,720 Model T’s rolled off 
the assembly line, half of all the cars made in the United 
States that year. There was a new Model T Ford ready to 
be loaded on trains every couple of minutes. The price of 
the car dropped almost annually, bottoming out at $290, 
which was peanuts. When, after nineteen years, the Model 
T was discontinued (only the Volkswagen Beetle has had a 
longer run), 15 million had been built and most of them 
were still on the road, especially on rural roads.

In part, the Model T lost favor with the prospering 
middle classes of town and city during the 1920s because 
it was associated with country hicks in overalls. In part, it 
declined in popularity because Ford resisted the obvious, 
that in the 1920s, more and more people were able and 
willing to spend more for a car with more powerful en-
gines, more sophisticated technology like electric starters, 
good looks, and “status”—all the things he had repudiated 
when he designed the Model T.
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How They Lived

and to veto the nomination of a Roman Catholic, Governor 
Alfred E. Smith of New York, as the party’s candidate for 
president.

That, however, proved to be the KKK’s last hurrah. In 
1925, David Stephenson was found guilty of second-degree 

murder in the death of a young woman whom he had taken 
to Chicago for a tryst. In an attempt to win a light sentence, 
Stephenson turned over evidence showing that virtually the 
whole administration of the Klan was involved in thievery 
and that Indiana’s Klan politicians were thoroughly corrupt. 
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In 1930, the first year of the Great Depression, membership 
dwindled to 10,000.

Marcus Garvey and the Call of Africa
At its peak, the Klan was endorsed from an unlikely quarter, 
by the founder of the United Negro Improvement Associa-
tion (UNIA). Marcus Garvey, born in Jamaica, was based in 
New York’s Harlem but had followers in every city with a 
large African American population. Like the Klan, Garvey 
preached separation of the races. In his widely circulated 
newspaper Negro World, he hammered on the theme that 
Africans had once had a civilization far superior to that of 
the whites. “When Europe was inhabited by a race of can-
nibals, a race of savages, naked men, heathens, and pagans,” 
Garvey told cheering crowds, “Africa was peopled by a race 
of cultured black men who were masters in art, science, and 
literature.” That such a people should seek the acceptance of 
whites was humiliating and self-destructive. African Ameri-
cans (and black West Indians) should, among themselves, 
pool resources, and work toward the day when they would 
return to Africa and build a great nation.

How seriously Garvey took his ultimate goal is impos-
sible to say. After the disillusionments of 1919, however, tens 
of thousands of blacks living in northern cities joined the 
UNIA. Many who did not join admired Garvey. On one oc-
casion, he claimed a million followers, on another 4 million. 
The Negro World had a circulation of 200,000, more than the 
NAACP’s The Crisis.

Like Hiram Wesley Evans, Garvey was a showman. He 
founded paramilitary orders with exotic names like “The 
Dukes of the Niger” and the “Black Eagle Flying Corps,” 
which he dressed in gaudy costumes. In parades in Harlem, 
Philadelphia, Detroit, and other cities, he rode in a limou-
sine dressed in a ceremonial uniform as the president of 
Africa.

Garvey was not all show. He encouraged blacks to found 
businesses in Harlem and other cities’ African American 
neighborhoods and urged his followers to patronize them 
and not white-owned businesses. He himself owned or was 
a partner in a number of enterprises. The most ambitious, 
the Black Star steamship line (which would carry black 
 Americans to Africa), was his undoing. Black Star was capi-
talized at $750,000 raised by sales of stock to 35,000 inves-
tors. With classic 1920s hoopla, Garvey touted shares in the 
company as an “opportunity to climb the great ladder of in-
dustrial and commercial progress.”

Black Star was a disaster, soon bankrupt with virtually no 
assets. Ignorant of the rudiments of the shipping business, 
Garvey purchased three old ships that needed expensive re-
pairs before they could be moved. A fourth ship on the books 
did not exist. When the federal government prosecuted 
 Garvey for mail fraud—he sold Black Star shares by mail—
he claimed that he had paid for the fourth ship but it had 
not been delivered. The papers submitted to prove that he 
had been the victim, not the perpetrator, of a fraud were not 
convincing. Insisting to the end that he was innocent,  Garvey 
was convicted and sentenced to five years  imprisonment. 

After two years, his sentence was commuted whence he was 
immediately deported to Jamaica.

By that time, without Garvey on the scene, the UNIA 
had collapsed. However, the attraction of Africa did not die 
among African Americans disillusioned by the fruitless battle 
for equal rights. Fraternal lodges took African names. Baptist 
and Methodist churches added “Abyssinian” or “Ethiopian” 
to their names. (Except for Liberia, Ethiopia was the only Af-
rican nation governed by Africans.) In Detroit, a mysterious 
figure named W. D. Fard (or Wali Farad) founded the Nation 
of Islam, claiming that Christianity was the white man’s reli-
gion; Islam was for blacks. Even W. E. B. Du Bois wrote that 
“the spell of Africa is upon me. The ancient witchery of her 
medicine is burning in my drowsy, dreamy blood.”

PROHIBITION AND
FUNDAMENTALISM
The Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution, forbidding 
the manufacture or sale of “intoxicating liquors,” went into 
effect in 1920. Although only Rhode Island refused to ratify 
it, Prohibition had critics in the Northeast, Midwest, and 
other states with large cities from the beginning. Known as 
“wets,” they regarded Prohibition as an intolerable abridge-
ment of individual freedom, and prominent wets were not 
necessarily tipplers. Alfred E. Smith, the popular governor 
of New York for four terms, drank very little. But he was 
an outspoken wet and, semipublicly, violated the law. He 
kept liquor in the governor’s mansion in Albany and offered 
guests a drink.

“Drys,” politicians, businessmen, and community lead-
ers who favored prohibition, were not necessarily teetotal-
ers. As a politician in Ohio, President Harding had spoken in 
favor of Prohibition and, as a senator in 1917, he had voted 
in favor of the Eighteenth Amendment. But he enjoyed a jig-
ger or two of bourbon when he was out with the boys—all 
of them Republican drys—and probably kept whiskey in the 
White House.

Moonshiners, Bath-Tub Gin, and 
Bootleggers
The wet versus dry debate refl ected a serious cleavage in 
American society that predated the 1920s and survived the 
decade. It was in part a country versus city cleavage, in part 
a refl ection of the confl ict between “Old Time Religion” and 
an evolving, looser modern morality, in part an aspect of the 
old-stock American suspicion of ethnic Americans and the 
latter’s resentment of the former.

Most big city people were wet and, within a few years, they 
were probably a majority in states with large urban popula-
tions. New York’s legislature ratified the Eighteenth Amend-
ment in 1919 only after it was part of the Constitution. In 
1923, the legislature repealed the law it had enacted to en-
force the Eighteenth Amendment. The rural South and rural 
counties in the Midwest were solidly dry.



Catholics and Jews, for whom wine played a part in re-
ligious observance, were, for the most part, wets. Rhode 
 Island, the state with the highest proportion of Catholics 
in its population, was the only state to refuse to ratify Pro-
hibition. Other states and parts of states that were heavily 
 Catholic—Massachusetts, Connecticut, northern Illinois, 
French and Cajun Louisiana—were wet. Protestants who, 
by the 1920s, called themselves “fundamentalists”—believ-
ers in the literal truth of the Bible—were dry. The “Bible 
Belt,” extending from upland South Carolina to Oklahoma 
and Kansas, was the citadel of Prohibition’s defenders. On 
the West Coast, cosmopolitan Seattle and San Francisco were 
wet;  Oregon and southern California, settled largely by Prot-
estant midwesterners, were dry.

Violation of Prohibition, even in dry regions, was wide-
spread. Southern mountaineers had a long tradition of 
moonshining (illegal distilling) and, no matter that funda-
mentalist Pentecostalism had swept the area, moonshining 
continued, probably on an increased scale with the new mar-
kets for “white lightning” in southern and midwestern cities.

There were “speakeasies”—illegal drinking places rang-
ing from quite plush (and expensive) “clubs” for the well-
to-do to back rooms of groceries and drug stores—in every 
city. In Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Chicago, hotel 
clerks kept stacks of cards advertising speakeasies under the 
registration desk. Jimmy Walker, Democratic mayor of New 
York from 1926 to 1932, openly frequented the town’s best. 
Republican William “Big Bill” Thompson ran for mayor of 
Chicago in 1927 on a “wide-open-town” platform and won. 
Illinois governor Len Small pardoned bootleggers as quickly 
as they were convicted. Modest restaurants in “Little Italies” 
that had previously catered to locals, attracted plenty of new 
customers from elsewhere in town because, Prohibition or 
no Prohibition, no self-respecting Italian caterer was going 
to serve a meal unaccompanied by a glass of “dago red.”

“Prohibition,” commented Will Rogers, the nation’s favor-
ite humorist, “is better than no liquor at all.” Alcohol in one 
form or another was accessible just about everywhere. Ap-
palachian moonshiners trucked their raw whiskey to cities to 
sell to wholesalers. Shops sold kits for making wine or “bath-
tub gin” at home quite legally as long as the instructions sol-
emnly warned buyers that this is what they absolutely must 
not do lest they unwittingly manufacture an alcoholic bever-
age. Small breweries managed to stay in business (with the 
cooperation of police) making soda pop as a front. Small 
California wineries continued operating making sacramental 
wines (which were legal), disguising the fact that they were 
bottling enough to fill the storerooms of every church and 
synagogue in the Western world.

For connoisseurs, bootleggers imported the best Scotches, 
rums, English gins, and French wines in fast boats shuttling 
between Bermuda, the Bahamas, the West Indies, and even 
ships anchored beyond the 3-mile limit to American ports. 
Canada, which had its own anti-alcohol laws, amended them 
so that huge new distilleries—Seagram’s and Canadian Club 
being the most famous—could serve the American market 
via bootleggers’ speedboats on the Great Lakes.

Businessman Gangsters
Large-scale evasion of the Volstead Act (the federal law 
providing for the enforcement of Prohibition) was prob-
ably inevitable. Attempting to abolish by law so widespread 
a practice as drinking was a fool’s errand. But evasion was 
made easier by the fact that having approved abstinence 
with self- congratulatory hurrahs, the frugal Congresses of 
the 1920s never appropriated nearly enough money for ef-
fective enforcement. When state and municipal authorities 
refused to help out—as many did—the result was big time 
bootlegging.

The most famous provider of “intoxicating liquors” was 
Alphonse “Al” Capone. He inherited a going concern on the 
south side of Chicago from Johnny Torrio and “Big Jim” 
 Colosimo and built it into a huge organization as structured 
and as finely tuned as any business in the country. At its 
peak, the Capone organization supplied 10,000 speakeasies, 
employed 700, and grossed $60 million in one year. Capone 
had to have the administrative acumen of a corporation ex-
ecutive. Indeed, he diversified his company into other illegal 
businesses: “protection,” gambling, prostitution, and drugs.

Alphonse “Al” Capone, the richest, most-powerful and most publicity 
hungry bootlegger-gangster of 1920s. Capone openly boasted that he 
was a patriotic Coolidge Era businessman, filling the public’s demand 
for beer and liquor in an orderly fashion at a reasonable price. He was 
a popular public figure until the “St. Valentine’s Day Massacre” when 
his gunmen murdered thugs from a rival gang.
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Capone bristled when he was called a gangster. “What’s Al 
Capone done?” he told a reporter. “He’s supplied a legitimate 
demand. . . . Some call it racketeering. I call it a business. 
They say I violate the Prohibition law. Who doesn’t?” He 
had a point although those who called him a gangster did 
too. Some of Capone’s business methods were unorthodox. 
With so much money at stake, he had plenty of competi-
tion; he never did monopolize the beer and liquor supply in 
Chicago. Capone preferred to absorb competing bootleggers 
into his organization. When they resisted, he responded with 
violence; between 1920 and 1929, gunmen shot down some-
where between 450 and 550 other gangsters in their homes, 
in restaurants and speakeasies, and on the streets.

Few innocent bystanders were killed in these frays, almost 
none by Capone’s hit men. As sensitive to public opinion 
as other businessmen who catered to a consumer market, 
 Capone and bootleg bosses in other cities kept the use of 
violence on a professional level. They were, for the most 
part, successful. Capone was not unpopular in Chicago. A 
good many people admired him and envied his wardrobe, 
his luxurious Hot Springs vacations, and his winter retreat 
in Florida.

Largely because of Capone’s national prominence, Pro-
hibition gangsterism became associated in the popular 
mind—and in history—almost exclusively with Italians. 
In fact, if a census of big-time bootleggers could have 
been taken, it would probably have revealed as many Jews 
as  Italians at the top. Maxie Hoff of Philadelphia, Solly 
 Weissman of Kansas City, Hyman “Little Hymie” Weiss, 
and the bosses of Detroit’s “Purple Gang” (major import-
ers of fine Canadian spirits and notoriously violent) were 
Jews. Meyer Lansky and Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel, who 
would become gambling kingpins, got started in the ille-
gal liquor business. There were Irishmen in the trade: Dion 
O’Bannion on the north side of Chicago and Owney Mad-
den of New York. Arthur “Dutch Schultz”  Flegensheimer of 
New York was of German extraction. Joseph Saltis, another 
Chicagoan was Polish, “Polack Joe.”

Illegal business attracted members of ethnic groups on the 
bottom of the social ladder because success in it required no 
social status or family connections, no education, and, to get 
started, little money. With less to lose than the respectable 
and socially established people who looked down on them 
(but patronized their speakeasies), immigrants and ethnics 
with a crooked bent were less likely to be discouraged by the 
high risks involved. But the majority of Americans were not 
inclined to take a sociological view of the matter. To them, 
organized crime was violent, and “foreigners,” especially Ital-
ians, were the source of it.

The Zenith of Anti-Semitism
Upper-class New York’s resentment of the success of German 
Jewish businessmen among New York’s elite had never died. 
J. P. Morgan and his son, Jack Morgan, did business with 
Kuhn, Loeb and Company, a Jewish-owned investment bank, 
but never without private grousing about “the Jews.” Except 
for a few fi rms, Wall Street was pretty much closed to Jews.

Nevertheless, the old Populist demonology that banking 
was in the hands of Jews remained resilient in rural areas. 
Henry Ford’s anti-Semitism was a holdover from his boy-
hood on a Michigan farm. Like his idol Thomas Edison, Ford 
hated banks, borrowed from them as little as possible, and 
thought of banking as a Jewish business. During the war, 
Ford was taken in by the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a 
turn of the century Russian forgery that was passed off as the 
manifesto of a sinister, international conspiracy of power-
ful (un-named) Jews sworn to destroy Christian civilization. 
(Ford was vulnerable to all kinds of quackery. For a time he 
urged Americans to adopt a diet consisting largely of carrots; 
he hired chefs to dream up dozens or recipes for the orange 
root.) Ford founded a newspaper, the Dearborn Independent,
that was printed and editorialized on the Protocols but, after 
a few years of very bad publicity, he shelved his campaign, 
perhaps where he had shelved his left-over carrots.

Hooray for Hollywood
The anti-Semitism of the Klan and rural religious fun-
damentalists focused not on the Elders of Zion but on 
 Hollywood, California, the production capital of the movie 
industry. Filmmaking was dominated by Jewish immigrants 
or the sons of immigrants. Seven of the eight major studios 
had been founded by Jewish businessmen who had started 
out as exhibitors—owners of nickelodeons—moved into 
distribution to keep their theaters supplied, and from there 
into moviemaking. A former scrap iron dealer, Louis B. 
Mayer of Metro-Goldwyn Mayer, had been a scrap-iron 
dealer in New England who branched out into theaters. 
Adolph Zukor of Paramount Studios had been a furrier in 
New York who noticed the constant stream of workingmen 
and women going into a nickelodeon near his shop and put 
two and two together. Movies were a perfect business for 
what the sociologist Max Weber called “pariah capitalists,” 
people with money to invest but without the background, 
education, and connections to get into most respectable 
businesses.

Moviemaking, although not respectable in its early years, 
quickly transformed a little money into a great deal of it. 
The movies were immensely popular. By 1919, Hollywood 
was churning out 700 feature films a year and innumerable 
“shorts.” Many movies had sexy themes and aroused the ire 
of both Protestant ministers and Catholic priests. Jewish 
movie moguls were corrupting American youth.

In 1922, three sensational Hollywood sex scandals involv-
ing two deaths, one of them a murder, threw the studios into 
a panic. Several city and state governments had already set 
up censorship boards and others were considering doing so. 
The moviemakers were businessmen who budgeted every 
film to the penny. If they had to edit every film to accom-
modate the very different standards of each state’s censors, 
the added expense would be disastrous. Sensitive that anti-
Semitism underlay much of the hostility to Hollywood, the 
big studios hired President Harding’s Postmaster General, 
Will Hays, an epitome of the Midwestern Protestant, to be 
the industry’s spokesman and to “clean up” the movies.



The “Hays Code,” adopted in 1930, forbade sympathetic treat-
ment of crime, indecorous treatment of sex, nudity,  vulgarity, 
profane language (including “hell” and “damn”),  indecent 
dancing, and—bait for the ministers and priests who were in 
the forefront of the movement for censorship— disrespectful 
treatment of religion and clergymen. Independent film-makers 
sometimes ignored the code, but the major studios observed 
it. When a Hays Office censor told Walt Disney to remove the 
udders from the cows in his cartoons, he did.

Evolution
The clash between fundamentalist Protestantism and the 
increasingly secular values of educated urban Americans 
reached a climax in a controversy over Charles Darwin’s 
theory of the evolution of species. (The word fundamental-
ist was coined just before World War I by a religious jour-
nal condemning Darwinism because it denied the biblical 
account of creation.) Revivalists like Billy Sunday and even 

William Jennings Bryan, who was a militant fundamentalist, 
urged people to prohibit the teaching of evolution in public 
schools. Tennessee enacted a law to that effect, which set the 
scene for a dramatic confrontation of country versus city, dry 
versus wet, old fashioned Protestant America versus cosmo-
politan America.

In the Appalachian town of Dayton, Tennessee, in the 
spring of 1925, several friends who had been arguing about 
evolution over coffee decided to test the new state law in the 
courts. One of them, the high school biology teacher, John 
Scopes, agreed to violate the law in front of adult witnesses. 
Scopes would explain Darwin’s theory to his pupils. The wit-
nesses would have him arrested, and the law would be tested 
in a trial.

The men’s motives were mixed. The earnest young Scopes 
hoped that the law would be struck down by the courts as 
unconstitutional. Some of his friends wanted to see it con-
firmed. Others, businessmen, did not particularly care 

Famous defense attorney and free thinker Clarence Darrow (left) and three times presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan (right) 
were personally hostile as well as opponents on principles by the end of the Scopes “Monkey Trial” in Dayton, Tennessee. Darrow set out 
to make a fool of Bryan by putting him on the witness stand and Bryan, after trying to argue the case on strictly legal grounds, foolishly 
played into his hands. The two adversaries nevertheless agreed, obviously not happy about it, to pose together for a photographer. The 
Monkey Trial was, after all and above all, a “media event.”
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 either way. They looked on a sensational trial as a way to put 
their town on the map—and as a way to make money when 
 curiosityseekers, causepleaders, and newspaper  reporters—
the more the merrier—flocked to Dayton and needed lodg-
ing and meals.

The “Monkey Trial”
The town boosters succeeded beyond their dreams. The 
“Monkey Trial,” so called because evolution was popularly 
interpreted as meaning that human beings were descended 
from apes, attracted reporters by the dozen. First among 
them was the nation’s most famous iconoclast and debunker, 
Henry L. Mencken of the Baltimore Sun, who came to poke 
fun at the “rubes” of the Bible belt.

Number-one rube was Bryan, weak and aged now (he died 
shortly after the trial) who agreed to come to Dayton to ad-
vise the prosecutors. Bryan was a fundamentalist, but he was 
still the man of the people he had been in 1896. He urged the 
prosecution to avoid a squabble on the rightness of wrong-
ness of Darwinism. Prosecute the case, he said, on the princi-
ple that, in a democracy, the people of a community had the 
right to decide what might and what might not be taught in 
their public schools. His excellent advice was  ignored. Their 
heads spinning from the carnival atmosphere in the town, 
the prosecuting attorneys wanted no dull, legalistic trial. 
They wanted a debate between religion and science.

Which was also what the defense, funded by the American 
Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), wanted because they knew the 
case was unwinnable on its legal merits. Scopes freely admit-
ted be had violated state law. The ACLU’s intention, articu-
lated by a distinguished libertarian lawyer Arthur Garfield 
Hays, was to argue that the biblical account of creation was a 
religious doctrine and, therefore, could not take precedence 
over science in schools because of the constitutional separa-
tion of church and state. Scopes’s defense also maintained 
that freedom of intellectual inquiry, including a teacher’s 
right to speak his or her mind in the classroom, was essential 
to the health of a democracy.

Hays was assisted by the era’s most famous criminal law-
yer, Clarence Darrow, who loved publicity and drama more 
than he loved legal niceties. Darrow looked on the trial as 
an opportunity to discredit fundamentalism by making 
Bryan look like a superstitious old fool. Bryan played into 
Darrrow’s hands. He consented to take the stand as an expert 
witness on the Bible. Under the trees—the judge feared that 
the tiny courthouse would collapse under the weight of the 
crowd—Darrow and Bryan talked religion and science. Was 
the world created in six days of twenty-four hours each? Was 
Jonah literally swallowed by a whale?

Darrow’s supporters were delighted that, to them, Bryan 
ended up looking like a monkey. Hays and the ACLU were 
disappointed because the points they had hoped to make—
no religion in the schools; the importance of free enquiry—
were lost in the uproar surrounding the Darrow–Bryan bout. 
Fundamentalists were crestfallen when Bryan admitted that 
some parts of the Bible may have been meant figuratively. 
John Scopes was found guilty and had to pay a fine. The 

only winners in the Monkey Trial were Dayton’s business-
men who raked in outside dollars for almost a month; and 
H. L. Mencken, who wrote a dozen rollicking articles mock-
ing Bryan and the hicks of the Bible Belt.

“THE WORST PRESIDENT”?
Warren Gamaliel Harding presided over the troubled fi rst 
years of the 1920s. There is no evidence that before his presi-
dency or during it that he was personally corrupt. But the 
cronies he appointed to high offi ce were so rapacious that 
Harding’s administration has been regarded as the most cor-
rupt in American history, and Harding, at least until 2001–
2009, as “the worst president,” presiding over policies that 
did more harm to the United States than any other.

A Decent Man
But was he so bad? The voters of 1920 gave Harding the big-
gest majority any presidential candidate had won. When he 
died in 1923, more people, heads bowed, lined the track of 
the funeral train taking his remains back to Ohio than had 
mourned the assassinated McKinley and Garfi eld.  Harding 
was a very likable man, at the podium as well as among 
friends. He was a handsome, smiling fi gure who conveyed a 
sincere modesty. He had no illusions about his intelligence. 
“I am a man of limited talents from a small town,” he said 
privately.

He freely admitted that he could not hope to be “the best 
president,” but that he would try to be “the best liked.” He 
was a decent, obliging man, and not only to cynical cronies 

Spin Doctors
Warren G. Harding could not be nominated today when, at 
the first mention of his name, a hundred reporters would be 
digging for dirt in his past. The dirt was there. For fifteen years 
in Marion, Ohio, he carried on a sexual affair with a neighbor, 
Mrs. Carrie Phillips. The relationship was not common 
knowledge, but enough people in Marion knew of it that an 
industrious reporter would have picked up the scent within 
a few days. The Republican bosses who nominated Harding 
knew of it. The Republican National Committee dispatched 
future Postmaster General and Hollywood “Czar” Will Hays 
to offer Mrs. Phillips and her husband $20,000 plus a monthly 
stipend if she and her husband agreed to move abroad and 
stay there as long as Harding was president.

The committee was also worried about Professor William 
E. Chancellor’s accusations that Harding had African American 
ancestors. Its agents quickly bought up as many of Chancellor’s 
booklets they could locate and burned them. Genealogists 
were hired to draw up a family tree. They determined that “no 
family in the state has a clearer or more honorable record 
than the Hardings, blue-eyed stock from New England and 
Pennsylvania.”



who used him. At Christmas 1921, he pardoned Eugene V. 
Debs and other socialists who had been jailed for their op-
position to the war. (He received Debs at the White House.) 
After the steel strike of 1919, he urged the directors of the 
United States Steel Corporation to reduce the workday in the 
mills to eight hours, not to win votes but because he was ap-
palled to learned that anyone should have to put in twelve 
hour days seven days a week. He shrugged it off when a men-
tally unbalanced professor at the College of Wooster pub-
lished the worst smear on him imaginable in 1920, saying 
that Harding had African American ancestors. How did he 
know, he told a friend, if one of his forebears “had jumped 
the fence”?

After his death, journalistic gossips tsk-tsked about the 
president’s poker parties, drinking bourbon with his cronies. 
In 1927, Nan Britton, a woman Harding had watched grow 
up in Marion, added a shovelful of soil to his reputation’s 
grave when she published The President’s Daughter, a lascivi-
ous (for the day) and probably richly embroidered account 
of her love affair with the president through his years in the 
senate and the presidency.

Whatever the extent of Harding’s after-hours recreation, 
he worked longer days at his desk than Wilson, Taft, or 
 Roosevelt had. He probably worked harder than any presi-
dent but James K. Polk. Four of his cabinet appointees—
Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes; Secretary of the 
Treasury Andrew Mellon; Secretary of Commerce Herbert 
Hoover; and Secretary of Agriculture Henry C. Wallace. The 
same can not be said for those George W. Bush appointed to 
his cabinet.

The Smart Geek
When Wilson’s popular food administrator Herbert Hoover 
announced he was a Republican, he was a shoo-in for a 
cabinet post. Harding made him Secretary of Commerce 
although, personally, the easy-going president soon regret-
ted his choice. The no-nonsense, all-business, all-effi ciency 
Hoover made the president uncomfortable. He admitted 
that Hoover was “the smartest geek I know” but he was still 
a geek. Harding told friends that his day always improved 
when the Commerce Secretary walked away.

As he had been his entire life, Hoover was tireless. He sorely 
wanted to be president, but he knew better than to promote 
himself conspicuously. He would let his achievements take 
care of his career. Conservative Republicans were as uneasy 
with Hoover’s pro-activism as Harding was with his inten-
sity. Big business wanted the Commerce Department to re-
vert to being a research service, not the regulatory agency it 
had been under Wilson. Hoover mollified conservatives by 
saying that he opposed government coercion of business. 
His programs to eliminate waste, develop uniform standards 
of production, and end “destructive competition” in various 
 industries were voluntary.

In fact, Hoover would have liked to employ more coer-
cion in dealing with businessmen than, as a Republican, he 
possibly could. For example, as Secretary of Commerce he 
had authority over the young radio broadcasting industry. 

But “authority” was hardly the right word. The Radio Act of 
1912—adopted long before broadcasting—forbade the sec-
retary to deny anyone who applied for a license to open a 
radio station. The result, when broadcasting mushroomed 
during the 1920s, was a free enterprise chaos of the sort 
Hoover loathed. In many parts of the country, commercial 
stations broadcast on frequencies so close to the frequencies 
of nearby stations that neither could be heard clearly.

Hoover helped design the Radio Act of 1927 that defined 
broadcast radio as a special kind of public utility requir-
ing close government supervision because it intruded into 
people’s homes. The Federal Radio Commission (precursor 
of our Federal Communications Commission) was empow-
ered to deny licenses and revoke them as well as the authority 
to assign frequencies in the public interest. Obscenity and 
profanity were forbidden. If Hoover had had his way, the act 
would have kept cynical profiteers out of broadcasting by 
severely restricting advertising on the airwaves. He was dis-
gusted that radio’s potential as an educational and uplifting 
force was already being destroyed by the seemingly nonstop 
blathering of hucksters selling toothpaste, dishwashing soap, 
coffee, and patent medicines.

Naval Disarmament
The Senate had not ratifi ed the Treaty of Versailles when 
Harding became president and Charles Evans Hughes Sec-
retary of State. Legally, the United States was still at war 
with Germany, which made for all sorts of diffi culties in 
trade and fi nancial relations. Hughes remedied the problem 
without reviving the League of Nations issue by having Con-
gress “ resolve” that the war was over, whence he recognized 
 Germany’s “Weimar Republic.”

Hughes then pulled off a stunning disarmament coup 
that caught the world completely by surprise. He invited 
representatives of the major naval powers to Washington 
to discuss disarmament. Expecting the usual drone of plati-
tudes and round of dinners and receptions (alcohol-free, 
alas), the delegates were shocked when Hughes opened 
the  Washington Conference with a detailed, fully formed 
“agreement,” ready for signing, to reduce the size of the 
world’s navies. Hughes’s plan required the five nations with 
the largest navies—the United States, Britain, Japan, France, 
and Italy—to destroy some of their capital ships (battleships 
and battle cruisers) and to cancel construction of others al-
ready underway or planned.

By 1921, everyone agreed that the arms race had been in-
strumental in causing the World War, so the delegates at the 
Washington Conference had little choice but to listen. His 
Treaty of Washington would set the size of the fleets the five 
naval nations were permitted at a ratio to one another that 
reflected their existing fleets and their respective interests and 
defensive needs. For each 5 tons of capital ships that Great 
Britain and the United States kept afloat, Japan was allotted 
3 tons, and France and Italy 1.67 tons each.

There was something in it for all five powers. They saved 
millions of dollars by scuttling ships and canceling con-
struction. Maintaining capital ships was expensive. The 
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 construction of one was a major line item in a national bud-
get. Slashing government expenditures was especially impor-
tant to the United States where the Harding administration 
was committed to reducing the national debt. Economizing 
was almost a matter of national life and death in financially 
devastated Britain while the treaty ensured Britain equal-
ity with the United States on the high seas. (British primacy 
would have been destroyed had the United States not agreed 
to scrap thirty battleships and cruisers and cancel new con-
struction.)

France and Italy were naval powers only in the Mediter-
ranean so their allowances were reasonable; and the treaty 
averted a nascent naval arms race between them. Japan 
needed only a one-ocean navy so that, at an allowance of 
three-fifths the size of the American and British navies, it got 
a rough equality with—even superiority to—the British and 
American fleets in the Pacific.

But not with the British and American Pacific fleets com-
bined, which was why the Japanese alone left the Washington 
Conference disgruntled.
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n the summer of 1923, President Harding and his wife 
left Washington on a long anticipated vacation. They 
traveled by rail to San Francisco where they boarded 
a steamship to Alaska. After they had seen the sights, 
they steamed back to Seattle. Physicians examined 

Harding every day; few knew it, but the president suffered 
from dangerously high blood pressure and was under tight 
medical supervision. The holiday did not improve his condi-
tion and, after a public appearance in Seattle, he took to his 
bed. His train skipped several scheduled stops, and Harding 
was taken into his San Francisco hotel through a rear door. 
On August 2 he died.

THE COOLIDGE YEARS
Harding had more than medical problems. Shortly before 
his vacation, he discovered that Charles R. Forbes, whom 
he had made head of the Veterans’ Bureau because he was 
“my friend,” had been stealing Bureau equipment and sup-
plies from bedsheets to pajamas and selling them. Harding 
was seen in the White House shaking Forbes by the shoul-
ders and calling him “a double crossing rat.” He fi red him but 
allowed him to fl ee to Europe. Harding never learned that 
Forbes’s grafting was even worse than cadging supplies. He 
had been getting kickbacks of one-third of the money the 
Veterans Bureau spent on hospital construction. He and his 
confederates may have looted the government of $200 mil-
lion. One of Forbes’s confederates was the Attorney  General 

Harry Daugherty, who quashed information about the thiev-
ery in return for payoffs. It was eventually discovered that 
Daugherty also took payoffs from big-time violators of Pro-
hibition laws.

Harding was spared knowledge of Daugherty’s betrayal 
but, before his Alaskan trip, the president suspected that Sec-
retary of the Interior Albert Fall had duped him into being 
an accessory of Fall’s transfer of federal oil reserves at Elk 
Hills, Calfornia, and Teapot Dome, Wyoming, to two swash-
buckling oil millionaires, Harry Sinclair and Edward Doheny. 
Fall told Harding that both deposits of crude were “leaking”; 
experts had recommended that they be tapped immediately. 
In fact, the commission of geologists that had surveyed Elk 
Hills and Teapot Dome reported that the reserves were stable. 
Fall’s reward from Sinclair and Doheny was at least $300,000 
in “personal loans” that he wanted in order to expand his 
New Mexico ranch. Harding’s reward for giving the transfer 
“my entire approval” was a posthumous disgrace that he did 
not deserve.

Changing of the Guard
Calvin Coolidge liked being vice president. The pay was good, 
$12,000 a year—almost $150,000 in today’s money. As a re-
tired Massachusetts governor, he could probably have earned 
more with a prestigious Boston law fi rm, but that would have 
involved some work The vice president’s constitutional du-
ties were nil, which suited Coolidge fi ne. Had there been a 
trophy to honor “America’s Laziest Man,” Coolidge would 
have been a contender.

Chapter 39

The New Era
When America Was a Business
1923–1929

Civilization and profits go hand in hand. . . . The business of America is business.
—Calvin Coolidge

Perhaps the most revolting character that the United States ever produced was the 
Christian businessman.

—H. L. Mencken
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One of the vice presidency’s fringe benefits—several din-
ner invitations every week—also appealed to him. Not be-
cause he enjoyed socializing; he often sat at the dinner table 
for more than two hours uttering nothing but peremptory 
answers to questions from other guests. But Coolidge was 

also a tightwad of championship stature. He pitched into a 
free meal with the gusto of a mountain climber rescued after 
a week in an ice cave.

The vice president was visiting his father in tiny Plymouth 
Notch, Vermont, when, in the middle of the night, the news 
of Harding’s death was brought to him. Instead of rushing 
by train to Washington, Coolidge changed out of his pajamas 
and walked downstairs to the farmhouse parlor where his fa-
ther, a justice of the peace, administered the presidential oath 
by the light of a kerosene lamp. At the pinnacle of his po-
litical career—he was making $20,000 a year now—Coolidge 
was the picture of homely rectitude. Or, some suggested, he 
had an unerring eye for showmanship.

A Singular Man
Both Harding and Coolidge had been “don’t rock the boat” 
party regulars, initiating nothing, dissenting from  nothing 
on which the party’s bosses pronounced. Beyond that, they 
had little in common. Harding was as handsome as an aging 
movie star and unfailingly charming. Coolidge’s features 
were bony and pinched; he may never in his life have at-
tempted to win someone over by making himself pleasant. 
When he smiled, he seemed to say that he would rather be 
somewhere else. Alice Roosevelt Longworth, TR’s daughter, 
said that Coolidge looked as if he had been weaned on a 
pickle.

Harding’s private life was tawdry, Coolidge’s impeccably 
proper. Indeed, his personal habits were dreary; his idea of 
a good time was to take a nap. He spent twelve hours in bed 
each night and, on slow days, snuck in a few winks in the af-
ternoon. He spent so much time sleeping that when, in 1933, 
writer Dorothy Parker was told that Coolidge had died, she 
asked, “How could they tell?”

Coolidge might have cracked a smile had he heard her. 
He was known as “Silent Cal,” but when he did speak he 
was often witty. Attempting to break the ice at a banquet, a 
woman seated next to the president told him playfully that 
a friend had bet her Coolidge would not say three words to 
her all evening. “You lose,” Coolidge replied, and returned 
to his plate. “I found out early in life,” this very successful 

Calvin Coolidge enjoyed angling, but this photograph is just one of 
dozens of the costume poses photographers were constantly asking him 
to strike. Anglers of the 1920s did not wear boaters or high, stiff collars, 
neckties, and three-piece suits.
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 politician observed, “that you don’t have to explain some-
thing you haven’t said.”

A Master of the Occasion
And he was clever. At the 1928 Pan American Conference 
in Havana, Coolidge was sitting in a semicircle of his fellow 
presidents when waiters began to walk down the line serving 
drinks. The American reporters and photographers present, 
who were consuming as many daiquiris as they could hold 
in their brief respite from Prohibition, held their breath in 
anticipation. If Coolidge accepted a drink, it would make for 
a juicy front-page story. If he waved the waiter off a hair too 
righteously, his Latin American colleagues would take it as 
yet another of “big brother’s” insults. The dilemma did not 
faze Coolidge. A second before the waiter would have pre-
sented his tray, the president bent over to tie his shoe and 
fussed at the task until the waiter moved on.

Coolidge was “silent” only when it came to conversation. 
He made plenty of speeches. In 1925, a less busy year for the 
president than usual, Coolidge gave twenty-eight speeches; 
in 1917, the year the United States went to war, Woodrow 
Wilson spoke publicly only seventeen times.

Oddly, Coolidge enjoyed deadpan clowning. He posed 
for photographers in ludicrous costumes: in a 10-gallon hat, 
in a Sioux war bonnet. On request, he strapped on skis on 
the White House lawn and posed as a farmer in a smock 
working at the hay—in patent leather shoes with his Pierce 
Arrow waiting in the background. Perhaps the photos were 
Coolidge’s way of telling the American people he was at one 
with them in loving novelties and pranks. When he was 
asked about one of the costumes, he said that “the American 
public wants a solemn ass as president and I think I’ll go 
along with them.”

Keeping Cool in 1924
Coolidge, quietly forewarned of the scandals about to go 
public, began immediately to get rid of the hacks from Ohio 
who had come to Washington with Harding. He kept most 
of Harding’s cabinet on (although he was as uncomfortable 
around Hoover as his predecessor had been).

Any plans other prominent Republicans might have had to 
challenge Coolidge for the 1924 presidential nomination were 
shelved. Before New Year’s Day 1924, it was clear that the er-
ratic postwar economic slump had run its course. Even before 
the party renominated Coolidge by acclamation, Republicans 
were able to drown out the Democrats by crowing about 
“Coolidge Prosperity.” After the Democratic nominating con-
vention, they added the slogan, “Keep Cool with Coolidge.”

The Democratic convention in New York was a hellish chaos; 
the party tore itself into pieces. The packed gallery raucously 
demanded the nomination of New York’s popular governor 
Alfred E. Smith. A machine politician (although an honest 
one), Smith had the support of delegates from several urban 
industrial states but trailed well behind the first ballot leader, 
former Treasury Secretary William G. McAdoo, whose support 
came mostly from the South and the West. However, the 431 
votes for McAdoo were far fewer than the 731 (two-thirds of 
the total) required by Democratic party rules. No fewer than 

seventeen favorite son candidates divided almost that many 
votes among them. And few of them had dropped out after 
100 ballots. The convention was obviously deadlocked. Light-
ning had to strike one of the minor candidates.

It did. On the hundredth ballot, John W. Davis of West 
Virginia, who had started out with thirty-one votes, dis-
placed McAdoo in second place. The other minor candidates 
released their delegates to him, and he was nominated on the 
103rd ballot, by far the record.

In one way, it was an odd choice. Both Smith and McAdoo 
had progressive credentials (increasingly called “liberal” by 
1924). Davis was a hidebound conservative, a big business 
lawyer. He would have been more comfortable in Coolidge’s 
cabinet than rubbing elbows with Smith’s ethnic working-
class supporters or McAdoo’s farmers in overalls. He was 
anti-Prohibition which made him acceptable to the Smith 
faction but anathema to McAdoo’s forces. However, he was 
also (and would remain) a strong supporter of Jim Crow seg-
regation in the South, which made him acceptable to the Ku 
Klux Klan element among McAdoo supporters.

Coolidge crushed Davis in the general election. Davis 
won only 29 percent of the popular vote. The remnants of 
the once vital reform movement cast their ballots (17 per-
cent of the total) for aged Robert LaFollette, running as a 
Progressive. For four more years, Calvin Coolidge presided 
over “Coolidge Prosperity” and what businessmen called the 
“New Era.”

Andrew Mellon
The keystone of the New Era was the fi nancial program of 
Secretary of the Treasury Andrew Mellon. Mellon was an 
extremely wealthy Pittsburgh banker although he looked 
no more like a political cartoonist’s pot-bellied moneybags 
than he looked like the seedy Ohio hustlers who had come 
to Washington with Harding. Mellon looked like a sporting 
duke; he was rail thin with fi nely chiseled aristocratic fea-
tures and an exquisite mustache that he must have groomed 
several times a day. No suits were ever tailored better than 
those Mellon wore nor tiny pointed shoes shined to a higher 
luster. He was as close-mouthed as Coolidge. One of his 
friends said that if Mellon “had got religion, he would not 
have told it to God.”

Unlike Coolidge, however, Mellon had a well-planned 
program that he had only begun to put into effect when Har-
ding died. He meant to slash government spending, reduce 
the national debt, and cut income taxes, especially the taxes 
the very rich paid.

Mellon pressed other cabinet members to reduce their de-
partments’ expenditures. The cancellation of naval construc-
tion engineered by Secretary of State Hughes was a massive 
savings. The budget reduction enabled Mellon to cut income 
taxes sharply for individuals with annual incomes larger than 
$60,000 ($700,000 today) and corporations with annual 
profits topping $60,000. By 1929, Mellon was actually shov-
eling their tax payments back to them. United States Steel 
received a refund check for $15 million.

Mellon compensated for the loss of income tax revenues 
by supporting an increase in the tax the wealthy loved, 



 import duties (except duties on luxuries like the old masters’ 
paintings Mellon among others collected). The Fordney-
 McCumber Tariff of 1922 increased import duties to levels 
not seen for twenty years. Mellon also increased regressive 
taxes, that is, taxes that fell disproportionately on the middle 
and working class. The costs of some kinds of postal services 
increased. The excise tax was raised and Congress levied a 
new tax on new automobiles, both taxes on all consumers.

To those who complained that his tax policies penalized 
the middle classes while further enriching the rich, Mellon 
replied that the burden of consumer taxes on individuals was 
small and that his reduction of taxes on the rich benefited 
everyone. The wealthy invested their tax windfalls, creating 
jobs, the means to better lives for working people. Coolidge 
Prosperity would “trickle down” to everyone.

For six years, it appeared that everything Mellon did was 
right. He halved government expenditures and reduced the 
national debt by $6 billion. In 1929, the federal budget sur-
plus topped $600 million. Mellon was toasted as “the greatest 
secretary of the treasury since Alexander Hamilton.”

Short-Sighted Creditor
Seventy years later, after the attention of hundreds of histo-
rians and economists, there is nothing close to a consensus 
as to the causes of the Great Depression of the 1930s. Would 
policies other than those of the New Era Republicans have 
avoided the catastrophe? It is clear, however, that the sky-high 
Fordney-McCumber tariff—a vital part of Coolidge-Mellon 
fi nancial policy—played a big part in the economic problems 
in Germany that nurtured the rise of the Nazi party and, in-
evitably. a second world war.

The Treaty of Versailles required Germany to pay France 
and Great Britain $33 billion in reparations. Almost at once, 
Germany’s shaky democratic government fell behind in 
making payments. Germany’s wartime expenditures—more 
in four years than the government had spent in the preced-
ing forty years—had crippled the country’s economy. France 
and Britain refused German requests to reduce the level of 
reparations, and Germany’s condition was worsened when 
the French army occupied the Ruhr valley, Germany’s most 
concentrated industrial region.

 With Germany so far in arrears, it was obvious that some 
adjustments were necessary. The British and French reluc-
tantly agreed to discuss a reduction in reparations if the 
Coolidge administration persuaded American bankers to 
forgive some of the massive debt they owed in the United 
States. Coolidge bluntly refused. When asked why, he replied, 
“they hired the money, didn’t they?”; it was as simple as if he 
had loaned a visitor a dollar with which to buy his lunch.

A commission headed by soon-to-be vice president, Charles 
G. Dawes, brokered an agreement to get the French out of 
the Ruhr and reschedule reparations payments by pledging 
American loans to Germany. Unfortunately, the Dawes Plan 
resulted in a circular international flow of money that ben-
efited only American bankers. British and French payments 
of their debts flowed into the United States. American banks 
loaned money to Germany. Germany paid its reparations. 
American banks collected interest. It worked for a few years. 

In 1929, the Young Plan did reduce  Germany’s obligations 
somewhat but, after the stock market crash in the fall of 
1929, American banks called in the loans they had made in 
Germany.

Reducing the Fordney-McCumber rates would have in-
directly ameliorated Europe’s economic woes by making it 
possible for Germany, Britain, and France to sell more of 
their products in the United States. But the Republican Con-
gress refused to budge.

PROSPERITY AND BUSINESS
CULTURE
Coolidge was immensely popular to the end of his presidency 
and the pro-business Republican party retained comfortable 
majorities in the House of Representatives (and narrower 
majorities in the Senate). Only in the South, in some lightly 
populated western states, and in big cities could the Demo-
crats count on winning elections.

Al Smith had contested twenty-two elections before 1928 
and won twenty-one of them. But that was in New York 
where Smith was immensely popular among working 
people (he was one of them), the state’s numerous Roman 
Catholics (ditto), with Jews, and even with some Republican 
reformers. But the United States was not a larger New 
York. Smith won almost all the nation’s twenty biggest 
cities in 1928, but he was skunked everywhere else. His 
loss of seven southern states to Hoover can be attributed to 
anti-Catholicism. But Hoover was elected because times 
were just too good for voters to consider abandoning the 
Republican party.
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The Predestined Election of 1928
In 1928, Coolidge faced the same question that Theodore 
Roosevelt had confronted in 1908. Should he run for reelec-
tion? He had been elected president only once, but he had 
served a good part of his predecessor’s term. Coolidge an-
swered the question with a strange phrasing. “I do not choose
to run for president,” he said. Politicians at the time and many 
historians think that he was telling the party that he could be 
drafted. Other evidence indicates that, no, Coolidge wanted 
to retire and was just playing one of his pranks.

Herbert Hoover took Coolidge at his word. He resigned 
from the Commerce Department and rushed about the coun-
try buttonholing prominent Republicans. He was nominated 
on the first ballot. His opponent was Al Smith who had spent 
four years mending fences with southern and western Demo-
crats. In the election, however, Smith was unable to win over 
western and southern voters among whom anti-Catholicism 
was rife. Prominent southerners led by Texas governor Dan 
Moody and Methodist Bishop James Cannon urged voters to 
go Republican rather than support a Roman Catholic.

Smith also aroused the dislike of southern and western 
voters because of his nasal New York City accent. Heard over 
the radio—or “raddio” as Smith called it—his voice conjured 
up all the unsavory images country people associated with 
New York City for thirty years. Smith was vocal in his op-
position to Prohibition. That did not hurt him in the North-
east or in cities in the industrial Midwest. But it was a major 
handicap among western and southern fundamentalists who 
were still militantly dry.

Hoover would have nothing to do with anti-Catholicism. 
Personally (in private) he was dubious about Prohibition. 
Playing politics on that issue, however, he called Prohibition 
“a great social and economic experiment, noble in motive 
and far-reaching in purpose.”

Had Al Smith been a Kansas Baptist who drank nothing 
stronger than Dr. Pepper, he would have lost the election. It is 
a mystery why he wanted so badly to run for president when 
he did not have a chance. When the country is as prosperous 
as the United States was in 1928, the party in power does not 
lose elections.

Automobile ownership was within the reach of all but the poor by the mid-1920s. Even struggling farmers had their Model T 
Fords. Middle-class people who wanted cars that were more comfortable and prestigious had, in the mid-twenties, about forty 
makes to choose from (although only car fanatics knew the names of half of them). The abundance of used cars for sale by 
the mid-twenties put all models except for luxury cars within reach of decently paid working people. One consequence of the 
democratization of automobile ownership was the Sunday traffic jam such as the one in this photograph.
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Buy Now, Pay Later
Industrial and agricultural productivity soared during the 
1920s, even though there was not much increase in the size of 
the industrial workforce and the number of agriculturalists. 
Wages did not keep up with the contribution that more effi -
cient workers were making to the economy. While dividends 
on stocks rose 65 percent between 1920 and 1929, wages in-
creased only 24 percent.

Nevertheless, the increase in wages was enough to satisfy 
most of the working people who enjoyed them. Consumer 
goods were cheap, and retailers promoted an irresistible 
new way for people to live beyond their means—consumer 
credit.

Before the 1920s, it was common for ordinary people 
to buy their groceries on account and settle up on payday. 
Borrowing large sums was something businessmen did in 
order to expand and farmers did to get a crop in the ground. 
Banks loaned money for productive enterprises that would 
provide the means of repayment. Some banks—not all—
loaned money to home buyers. Homes did not generate 
income, but they were there to seize if payments were not 
forthcoming. During the 1920s, Americans began to bor-
row in order to have pleasanter lives. They went into debt 
not to produce income or to shelter their families but so 
they could consume.

The chief agency of consumer borrowing was the in-
stallment plan. A refrigerator that sold for $87.50 could be 
 ensconced in a corner of the kitchen for a down payment of 
$5 and monthly payments of $10. Even a low-cost item like a 
vacuum cleaner ($28.95) could be taken home for $2 down 
and “E-Z payments” of $4 a month. During the New Era, 
60 percent of automobiles were bought on time; 70 percent 
of household furniture; 80 percent of refrigerators,  radios, 
and vacuum cleaners; and 90 percent of pianos, sewing ma-
chines, and washing machines. With 13.8 million people 
owning radios by 1930 (up from next to none in 1920), the 
Americans who were basking in the glow of Coolidge pros-
perity were also up to their necks in hock.

Traditional moralists warned that borrowing to consume 
was a sharp break with American ideals of frugality. But 
others spoke more attractively and in more congenial tones. 

They were the advertisers, members of a new profession 
dedicated to creating desires in people—advertising men 
called them “needs”—which people had never particularly 
felt before.

Radios rivaled automobiles as the boom “consumer durable” of 
the 1920s. RCA (Radio Corporation of America) dominated the 
business. RCA’s mass-production of inexpensive receivers made 
the company one of the country’s biggest in less than a decade. 
RCA and its competitors gussied up their more expensive models 
like this “custom-built” Radiola to be parlor furniture. By 1929, 
such receivers were as common in middle-class homes as couches.

Anxiety Advertising
The text that follows is from a magazine 
advertisement for Listerine Antiseptic, a 
mouthwash. It accompanied an illustration 
showing an attractive elderly woman, 
poignantly sad, sitting alone in a darkened 
parlor (with a photograph of Calvin 
Coolidge on the wall) pouring over old 
letters and a photograph album.

Sometimes, when lights are low, they 
come back to comfort and at the same 

time sadden her—those memories 
of long ago, when she was a slip of a 
girl in love with a dark-eyed Nashville 
boy. They were the happiest moments 
of her life—those days of courtship. 
Though she had never married, no one 
could take from her the knowledge 
that she had been loved passionately, 
devotedly; those frayed and yellowed 
letters of his still told her so. How 
happy and ambitious they had been 

for their future together. And then, 
like a stab, came their parting . . . the 
broken engagement . . . the sorrow 
and the shock of it. She could find no 
explanation for it then, and now, in the 
soft twilight of life when she can think 
calmly, it is still a mystery to her.

Listerine went on so as to leave no doubt 
that the woman’s “halitosis”—her bad 
breath—was the cause of her long ago 
life-destroying tragedy.

PROSPERITY AND BUSINESS CULTURE 651



652 Chapter 39 The New Era

Buy, Buy, Buy
Traditionally, advertisements were announcements, nothing 
more. Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century merchants placed 
tiny notices in newspapers—like “classifi eds” today— listing 
what they had for sale. During the 1870s, Robert Bonner, 
the editor of the Ledger, a literary magazine, accidentally 
learned the curious effect on the human brain of repetition. 
He placed his usual one-line ad in a daily newspaper—“Read 
Mrs. Southworth’s New Story in the Ledger.” The composi-
tor misread his specifi cation of “one line” as “one page.” The 
line ran over and over, down every column of the paper. To 
Bonner’s amazement, the blunder did not bankrupt him; his 
magazine sold out in an afternoon.

The lesson was unmistakable. During the 1890s, C. W. 
Post, with scarcely a cent to his name, borrowed money to 
plaster a city with the name of his new breakfast cereal, Post 
Toasties. He was a millionaire within a month. Bombarded 
by the name in newspapers, painted on the sides of build-
ings, and slipped under doors on leaflets, people bought the 
stuff as if commanded to do so. By the 1920s, advertisers had 
moved on to making preposterous claims and telling out-
right lies in newspapers and magazines, on billboards along 
highways (a new medium, thanks to the automobile), and 
on the radio. They discovered the selling power of sly sexual 
titillation, no matter what the product was. Pictures of young 
ladies in suggestive clothes and poses were the centerpieces 
of ads for soda pop, train tickets, razor blades, and Buicks.

Advertising professionals considered themselves practical 
psychologists, and they were. They sold goods by exploiting 
anxieties and, in the words of Thorstein Veblen, “administer-
ing shock effects” and “trading on the range of human infir-
mities which blossom in devout observances, and bear fruit 
in the psychopathic wards.” In the Coolidge era, the makers 

of Listerine Antiseptic, a mouthwash, invented the disease 
“halitosis,” of which the symptoms included nothing more 
than a curter than usual greeting from a friend: “Even your 
best friend won’t tell you” (that you have “bad breath”). 
 Listerine made millions. A picture of a wealthy fop on a yacht 
conversing with a beautiful young woman was captioned: 
“You’d like to be in this man’s shoes . . . yet he has ‘athlete’s 
foot’!” Fleischmann’s yeast, losing its market because fewer 
people were baking bread, advertised their product as just the 
thing to cure constipation and eradicate adolescent pimples. 
The success of anxiety advertising made underarm deodor-
ants, without which humanity had functioned for millennia, 
a necessity.

Consumerism
Manufacturers of low-priced commodities like mouthwash 
advertised nationally. If they succeeded in creating a demand 
for their brand, they were able to charge a premium to “Mom 
and Pop” grocery stores and sundries shops that could stock 
only a few cans of Chef Boy-Ar-Dee Spaghetti or tubes of 
Ipana toothpaste. Wholesalers charged them a premium be-
cause their orders were small. A centrally managed chain of 
stores bought the same goods by the hundreds of cases and, 
therefore, paid a lower per-unit price. The 1920s marked the 
beginning of the steady decline of the small, locally owned 
retail shop.

By 1928, 860 chain stores competed for the dollars of a 
population that was eating more expensively. Among the 
biggest success stories between 1920 and 1929 were the first 
supermarkets: Piggly-Wiggly (from 515 to 2,500 stores), 
Safeway (from 766 to 2,660 stores), and A & P (Atlantic and 
Pacific Tea Company, from 4,621 to 15,418 stores). Chains 
dominated the sundries and clothing trades (F. W.  Woolworth 
expanded from 1,111 outlets in 1920 to 1,825 in 1929 and 
J. C. Penney from 312 to 1,395); and then there was the gas 
station. Standard Oil of New Jersey owned 12 gas stations in 
1920, a thousand in 1929.

Some economists pointed out problems built into the 
consumer economy. The day would dawn when everyone 
who could afford a car, a washing machine, and other con-
sumer durables would have them. They would no longer be 
buying those items and industries producing them would be 
in serious trouble.

Another weakness of Coolidge Prosperity was the fact 
that significant numbers of Americans were not sharing in 
the good times and were, therefore, not part of the buying 
spree. Coal and textiles were depressed throughout the de-
cade. The 700,000 to 800,000 miners and their dependents 
and the 400,000 cotton mill workers were buying few cars 
and vacuum cleaners. Wheat, corn, and cotton farmers were 
struggling after the good years of 1900–1920. Dairy and truck 
farmers who were doing well enough financially to own ap-
pliances that had to be plugged in could do so because they 
had electricity. Not many electric companies extended their 
lines very far into the countryside. The southern states lagged 
far behind the rest of the country in income and every cat-
egory of the standard of living that depended on income. It 

One of the very first Piggly Wiggly “supermarkets.” Customers were 
provided with carts and directed down every aisle. It was an instantly 
successful retailing technique and quickly swept the nation.
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goes without saying that African Americans, Indians, and 
Hispanics in the Southwest tasted the Coolidge good times 
only in the odd bite.

Business Culture
The plight of the deprived gets little attention when a large 
majority of people is doing well and enjoying the goods and 
diversions society offers, especially when those goods and di-
versions are novel, diverse, and continually changing. When 
businessmen took credit for Coolidge prosperity, as if they 
were harbingers of a new religion, their critics were few and 
opposition to them nil.

“Service clubs” flourished in towns and small cities: the 
Shriners, Rotary International, Kiwanis, the Optimists, Lions 
Clubs of America, Jaycees, all except the Shriners, a Masonic 
organization, founded on the eve of the 1920s (and the 
Shriners first began building children’s hospitals in 1919). 
The clubs promoted a chummy fraternalism among small 
businessmen; shunned political involvement and  religious 
associations because they were divisive; sponsored com-
munity events such as Fourth of July parades and picnics, 
providing volunteers to make them work; preached a cheery 
 boosterism—“If you can’t boost, don’t knock”—and fi-
nanced hospitals, scholarships for promising high school 
graduates, and programs for poor children; and honored acts 
of heroism and service to the community.

On the national level, from the president on down, poli-
ticians, newspaper and magazine editors, writers, and, of 
course, prominent businessmen preached a business cult. 
“The business of America is business,” Calvin Coolidge said, 
and “the man who builds a factory builds a temple.”

In 1925, Bruce Barton published The Man Nobody Knows.
He depicted Jesus not as the son of God (although the pos-
sibility was allowed) nor even primarily as a teacher of mo-
rality, but as an unmistakably American businessman of the 
era, a smiling hale fellow well-met, “the most popular dinner 
guest in Jerusalem,” a glad-hander who had something to 
sell and sold, perhaps a Rotarian or Kiwanian or even both, 

and an advertising genius. Instead of finding Barton’s book 
blasphemous, Americans bought hundreds of thousands of 
copies. It was on the best-seller list for two years.

Lincoln Steffens, who had excoriated business as a muck-
raker and flirted with both Soviet communism and Italian 
fascism, wrote that “Big business in America is producing 
what the socialists held up as their goal: food, shelter, and 
clothing for all.”

John Jakob Raskob of General Motors told readers of 
the Ladies Home Journal that every American could be and 
should be a successful businessman. The value of all kinds of 
property was rising, Raskob wrote. If working men invested 
a mere $15 a week in stocks, bonds, real estate, whatever, they 
would find themselves well-off within just a few years.  Raskob 
overlooked the fact, if he ever knew it, that the working man 
who earned $25 a week was at the top of the wage scale and 
spending every cent. But middle-class readers had nest eggs 
and they were, rather than “investing,” plunging their savings 
into one get-rich-quick scheme after another.

Getting Rich Quick
The most colorful get-rich-quick craze of the decade cen-
tered on Florida. The “Sunshine State” had been an agricul-
tural backwater until in the 1880s, Henry M. Flagler, one of 
the creators of Standard Oil, traveled to St. Augustine on his 
doctor’s advice. Flagler was enchanted. He built the luxuri-
ous Ponce de Leon Hotel where millionaires could enjoy a 
midwinter vacation and a more modest hotel for the less 
richly endowed.

Finding even more captivating locations to the south on 
Florida’s Atlantic coast, then thinly populated because it was 
inaccessible, he began constructing the Florida East Coast 
 Railway. He developed, in succession, the resort towns of 
 Daytona Beach, Palm Beach, and Miami Beach. That would 
have been overbuilding for the millionaire market, but 
 improved rail connections from eastern and midwestern pop-
ulation centers to Flagler’s railway made it possible for  middle-
class people to escape winter’s snows for a month or so.

The Florida Land Boom
By the 1920s, a good many northerners had built their own 
vacation and retirement homes in the beach towns. The fi -
nancial potential of speculating in desirable land—buying 
orange groves and sandy wasteland at bargain prices, then 
waiting for developers of hotels, homes, and businesses to 
show up willing to pay more for it—was obvious.

Until about 1923, Florida land speculators were few, 
mostly local, and patient. However, a spurt in the state’s pop-
ulation from 950,000 to 1.2 million within two years resulted 
in newspaper accounts of speculators whose land tripled 
in value overnight. Florida attracted the attention of mas-
ters of ballyhoo like the colorful playwright Wilson Mizner, 
and perhaps the most successful promoter of the era, Carl 
G. Fisher.

Fisher made the first of his fortune selling bicycles during 
the 1890s, then became a puffer and dealer of automobiles, 
which led to a few years as a lobbyist for highway  construction. 

A Businessman’s Prayer
The following is not a parody, but a “prayer” that was seriously 
recommended to those in business during the 1920s:

God of business men, I thank Thee for the fellowship 
of red-blooded men with songs in their hearts and 
handclasps that are sincere;

I thank thee for telephones and telegrams that link 
me with home and office, no matter where I am.

I thank thee for the joy of battle in the business 
arena, the thrill of victory and the courage to take 
defeat like a good sport.

I thank thee for children, friendships, books, fishing, 
the game of golf, my pipe, and the open fire on a chilly 
evening.

AMEN.
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Fads, Sensations, and Ballyhoo

The Roaring Twenties were a golden age of fads (fashions 
wildly popular for a short period), sensations (events or 
people of intense popular interest), and ballyhoo (a delib-
erate clamor promoting a fad, a sensation, or a revolution-
ary new toilet disinfectant). The immunities that enable 
some of us to survive fads, fashions, and ballyhoo without 
emotional scars had not yet fully evolved.

Some fads were commercial, briefly paying bonanza 
profits for those who jumped into them before the mania 
crested. A new publishing company, Simon and  Schuster, 
gambled with its first book, a collection of crossword 
puzzles, and hit the jackpot. Yo-yos, an import from the 
Philippines, made of lot of money for their manufacturers 
for a year or two. Mah-Jongg, a Chinese gambling game 
with inscrutable rules, was introduced in 1922. The next 
year sets of Chinese-made Mah-Jongg tiles, although ex-
pensive, outsold radios. Briefly, the game obsessed many 
middle- and upper-class women; some played all day every 
day for months, like addicts. When the Chinese ran out of 
the shin bones of calves from which the tiles were made, 
Chicago slaughterhouses filled ships with their extras to 
be rushed across the Pacific.

Other fads, like contract bridge, made little money for 
anyone. Nor did college boys who swallowed live goldfish. 
Exhibitionists reaped no reward beyond seeing their names 
and photographs in newspapers: “Clarence Tillman, 17, local 
high school student, put forty sticks of chewing gum in his 
mouth at one time, sang ‘Home, Sweet Home,’ and between 
verses of the song, drank a gallon of milk.”  Barnstorming 
daredevils who walked on or hung from a plane’s wing 
were paid—very little—by county fairs. One of them said 
that the greatest personal danger he faced was starvation. 
Flagpole sitting—balancing for days atop a flagpole—was 
equally unremunerative. For reasons yet to be discovered, 
Baltimore was the storm center of the fad with as many as 
twenty flagpole sitters on exhibit in the city at one time.

Newspapers ballyhooed innocuous events to increase 
sales: the visits of the Prince of Wales in 1924 and Queen 
Marie of Romania in 1926; the death of movie sex sym-
bol Rudolph Valentino at age 31; the 655-mile trek across 
Alaska by the dog Balto to bring diphtheria serum to a sick 
Eskimo in Nome. The prince, the queen, and Valentino’s 
remains were mobbed by thousands of people who were 
not asked to reflect on why they were there. Statues of 
Balto were erected.

The publishing industry was swept by sensationalism. 
Newspapers nationwide covered in detail stories like the 
eighteen-day entrapment in a Kentucky cave of Floyd 
 Collins as he died slowly of exposure. Floyd’s neighbors 
sold hamburgers to the crowds that gathered at the entrance 
to the cave. When Evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson 
disappeared for thirty-seven days in 1926, then emerged 

in the Arizona desert claiming she had been kidnapped, 
she re-created her abduction for photographers. Reporters 
prolonged the life of the story by claiming that Aimee had 
actually been holed up in a “love nest” with an employee.

Sex sold. Movie comedian Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle was 
tried for the death of a young woman at a orgiastic party; 
the small tragedy was national news. When a Hollywood 
director was murdered, the story took on added zest be-
cause he was said to have been “involved” with actresses 
Mabel Normand and Mary Miles Minter.

Fortuitously, a murder case with a sexual angle came 
along about annually. The greatest of them was the trial 
of two rich Chicago boys, Nathan Leopold and Richard 
Loeb, for the “thrill killing” of a 14-year-old neighbor. The 
New York Mirror successfully pressured the police to re-
open a murder case on which they had given up. A minis-
ter, Edward Hall and his lover, Mrs. James Mills, had been 
found shot on an isolated farm. The Mirror produced an 
eccentric neighbor who raised hogs, immediately dubbed 
“the pig woman,” who claimed that Rev. Hall’s widow and 
several of her relatives had killed the paramours. (They 
were acquitted and successfully sued the Mirror.)

The Mirror was a tabloid. These new dailies (the first, in 
1919, was the New York Daily News) were half the size of 
traditional newspapers and opened like a book. The for-
mat was a brilliant idea. The size and the ease of turning 
pages appealed to people who rode crowded subways and 
trolley cars.

The tabloids were more than convenient: They lavishly 
plastered their pages with large photographs and special-
ized in reporting sex scandals and violent crimes in breath-
less, suggestive prose. In just five years, the Daily News had 
the largest circulation of any newspaper in the nation. Its 
biggest scoop was a front-page photograph of the electro-
cution of murderess Ruth Snyder. The picture was taken 
illegally with a hidden camera.

Even tabloid aficionados were appalled by the Evening 
Graphic, which they called the “Pornographic.” It was pub-
lished by Bernarr MacFadden, the “father of physical cul-
ture” who had been having trouble with obscenity laws for 
decades. MacFadden solved the problem of how to illustrate 
a story when there were no photographs. The “composo-
graph” was put together by pasting photos of the celebrities 
of the moment on cartoons of titillating scenes. One showed 
Enrico Caruso welcoming Valentino to Italian heaven.

MacFadden also published the immensely popular 
women’s magazine True Story, tear-jerking love stories as 
sexy as the law allowed “told by” ordinary women “just 
like” the readers. Founded in 1926, it was soon selling 
2 million copies of each issue. MacFadden followed with 
True Romances and True Detective, all of them actually 
written by employees in cubicles in MacFadden’s offices.

How They Lived



Mizner and Fisher and other boomers took options on huge 
tracts of Florida real estate and advertised it nationally. Dur-
ing the winter of 1923–1924, Fisher erected a massive electri-
cally illuminated billboard in New York’s Times Square that 
read “It’s June in Florida!” He knew how to get the most out 
of his advertising dollar. It was the exceptional daily newspa-
per that did not run a photograph of the monstrosity.

People who had no intention of moving to Florida rushed 
down to get in on the bonanza that could not miss. Oth-
ers bought land sight unseen from real estate brokers (there 
were 2,000 of them just in Miami). At the height of the boom 
in 1924, a Miami newspaper printed 500 pages of advertise-
ments of land for sale.

It was a bubble. People bought acreage not to sell to the 
Piggly Wiggly supermarket chain five years down the line, 
but to sell at a profit in a month or a week to another specula-
tor who was betting the price would go higher yet. Purchases 
involving very little outlay were made by buying “binders” 
on a parcel, putting down a nonrefundable deposit with the 
balance due in thirty days. The seller could not lose; either 
he got his price in a month or he got his property back and 
pocketed the deposit. The buyer risked only his deposit in the 
expectation that before the binder expired, he would sell the 
land to someone else.

Frauds were inevitable. Snowbound dreamers in Chicago 
and Minneapolis purchased alligator-infested swamps from 
fast-talking salesmen. People bought beach front lots that 
were a bit closer to the ocean than was desirable— underneath 
6 feet of salt water at high tide. But the mania was fueled not 

by fraud but by the foolishness of human beings when their 
greed has been aroused.

The Florida Land Bust
As with all fi nancial bubbles—irrational speculations—the 
day arrived when there were no more buyers willing to bet 
that land values would go even higher. After a few months of 
making mortgage payments on land that no one wanted to 
buy, speculators tried to cut their losses by reducing the asking 
price. And reducing it again. In 1925, speculators stuck with 
Florida land saw their paper fortunes evaporate. Banks that 
had loaned too much money to too many of them failed.

The final blow was a 1925 hurricane that demonstrated, as 
one observer memorably phrased it, what a soothing trop-
ical breeze could do when it got a running start from the 
West Indies. Citrus growers who had kicked themselves in 
the parts for selling their groves too cheaply at the beginning 
of the boom discovered that, thanks to a chain of defaults, 
they owned their orchards again, only a little worse for the 
wear of speculators tromping through them. Wilson Mizner, 
who lost more than a million dollars in one month, was good 
humored about it all. “Always be pleasant to the people you 
meet on the way up,” he said, “because they are the very same 
people you’ll meet on the way down.”

The Coolidge Bull Market
Neither Fisher nor Mizner learned the lesson of the Florida 
land mania; both lost everything they had in a much larger 
speculative mania, already underway when the Florida 

An auction of undeveloped land 
for “vacation homes” and lots for 
further speculation at the beginning 
of the Florida boom and bust.
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in  number and concentrated on New York’s Wall Street, 
 multiplied in number and opened offi ces complete with 
“stock tickers” connected by telephone lines with the New 
York Stock Exchange all over the country. In 1928 and 1929, 
600 local brokerages were opened, an 80 percent increase in 
access to the market.

They urged their customers to buy “on margin” and 
multiply their winnings as much as tenfold. A dentist with 
$1,000 to play was advised not to be satisfied with buying ten 
shares of a $100 stock. He could buy a hundred of the same 
shares on margin. That is, his $1,000 was a down payment of 
10 percent on $10,000 worth of the stock. A “broker’s loan” 
covered the $9,000 he owed with the stock serving as his col-
lateral. When the value of each share rose to $120 (which was 
inevitable!; look at the record!), instead of realizing a profit 
of $200 on ten shares, his gain on 100 shares was $2,000. He 
owed the bank $9,000 plus a little interest, but he had dou-
bled his money—in a very short time.

In an extremely short time in March 1928, shares of Gen-
eral Motors rose in value by $28 one day, $31 the next, and 
two days later, by $91. Radio Corporation of America went 
up 123 points in one day. Some obscure issues enjoyed even 
more dizzying rises.

It’s a Woman’s Market
During the 1920s, women possessed 40 percent of the nation’s 
wealth but made 35 percent of all stock market transactions, 
which tells us that they were more conservative speculators 
than men. Women owned well over half of AT&T and the 
Pennsylvania Railroad—conservative investments.

In the spring of 1929, Eunice Fuller Barnard opened a 
brokerage house for women only. The North American 
Review reported: “Day in and day out through a long five 
hours, aggressive and guttural dowagers, gum-chewing 
blondes, shrinking spinsters who looked as if they belonged 
in a missionary society meeting, watch, pencils in hand, from 
the opening of the market till the belated ticker drones its last 
in the middle of the afternoon.”

Urban Legend
The Union Cigar Company was no industrial giant, but the 
cataclysmic collapse of its stock in the Great Crash made 
history. Union shares dropped from $113.50 to $4 in one day, 
and the president of the company jumped to his death from 
a hotel room. The incident inspired the urban myth that rich 
men shouting “Ruined!” were hurling themselves by the 
dozen from high buildings in 1929. It was wishful thinking. 
New York’s suicide rate was higher in the months just 
preceding the crash than it was after it.

 bubble burst. That was the Coolidge bull market on the New 
York Stock Exchange.

Before the 1920s, speculating in stocks, as opposed to long-
term investing in companies in order to collect dividends on 
their profits every three months, was a game for the rich. 
(And not for all of the rich. John D. Rockefeller did not “play 
the market” until he retired from Standard Oil and needed 
a hobby; he looked on speculation as a game.) Buying stock 
in order to sell it when its market price rose a few points was 
not something that small-timers with a few thousand or a 
few hundred dollars in the bank did because of the risk of 
losing their capital in frequent market downturns.

Then, beginning in 1927, the few downturns worth 
noticing lasted only a few days. In what was called the 
“Coolidge Bull Market,” the prices of shares—shares of 
companies ranging from trusty old New York Central and 
Standard Oil of Ohio to firms of which no one had ever 
heard—went up almost every day, often in giant leaps. The 
increases had nothing to do with the profits of the compa-
nies being traded. Everything on the market went up, up, 
up. The shares of companies that never paid a quarterly 
dividend went up.

Stock prices were rising because, just as in Florida a few 
years earlier, the “greater fool” principle was operating. Fools 
bringing new money bought stocks at the asking prices and 
more in the expectation that a greater fool willing to pay even 
more was just around the corner. For more than two years, 
there was an abundant supply of greater fools. It was difficult 
for the most cautious dentists and successful hardware store 
owners to leave their nest eggs in bank accounts paying inter-
est of a few percent a year when, at the Rotary, the country 
club, or on the porch of the church after services, neighbors 
boasted of making 20 and 30 percent within a few months.

Buying on Margin
Stock brokers and banks made speculation even more in-
viting to small-timers Brokerage houses, previously few 

The Inevitable
Joseph P. Kennedy, a Boston millionaire (and father of Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy), said in later years that he sold all his 
stocks during the summer of 1929 when the man who shined 
his shoes told him that he was playing the market. Kennedy 
reasoned that if a man who worked for peanuts and tips was 
buying stock, there was no one left out there to bid prices 
higher. The crash was coming soon. John Jakob Raskob of 
General Motors was just lucky. In 1929, after he had been 
named national chairman of the Democratic party, GM’s di-
rectors insisted that, because of a possible confl ict of interest, 
he sell the $29 million of the company’s stock that he owned. 
He did, at just about the peak of the Coolidge bull market. 
Had he held on to it for another year, 90 percent of his invest-
ment would have vaporized.

On September 3, 1929, the average price of shares on the 
New York Stock Exchange peaked in the morning and then 



dipped sharply. For a month, prices spurted up and down, a 
sign that some people recognized the fluctuations as a signal 
to cash in and get out of the market. Margin buyers received 
unpleasant phone calls from their brokers when the value 
of their stocks—their collateral—dropped to less than the 
amount they owed on their brokers’ loans. If they did not 
“cover the margin” within a day—repay enough of the loan 
so that their stock was worth more than they owed—they 
lost everything. For most margin buyers, the only way to 
cover the margin on some of their stock was to sell other 
shares at a loss. And so, yet more stock was dumped on the 
market, depressing its value further.

On “Black Thursday,” October 24, a record 13 million 
shares changed hands; values collapsed. General Electric fell 
471⁄2 points in one day; other major issues dropped almost 
as much.

On Tuesday, October 29, the wreckage was worse. In a 
panic now, speculators dumped 16 million shares. Clerical 
workers on Wall Street worked through the night to sort out 
the avalanche of paperwork. When the dust settled, more 
than $30 billion in paper value had been wiped out.

The Crash and the Depression
The Great Crash of 1929 did not cause the Great Depression 
of the 1930s, but it contributed to it. Middle-class families 
that had played the market on margin lost their savings. 
Banks that were deep in brokers’ loans went belly up. When 
they closed their doors, they wiped out the savings accounts 
of simple, frugal people who thought that a bank was a vault 
where their money was kept safe from thieves and fi res.

Corporations whose cash assets were wiped out curtailed 
production or shut down completely, throwing people out 
of work or—for the lucky ones—cutting their wages. Unem-
ployed workers who had taken out mortgages were unable to 
meet payments and lost their homes. Farmers, debtors by the 
nature of their work, lost the means by which they made a liv-
ing. Every wave of defaults caused additional bank failures.

Virtually everyone but the very rich had to reduce con-
sumer purchases. There were not enough very rich people to 
sustain Five and Dime stores, beauty parlors, and manufac-
turers of vacuum cleaners. More and more businesses and 
factories closed their doors. And so it went, from buy, buy, 
buy to down, down, down.

Wall Street on Black Thursday, October 24, 1929. Many of the people milling about were speculators stunned by the money they had lost 
within a few hours. Others in the crowd were, no doubt, spectators, some of whom, human nature being what it is, were quietly enjoying 
the comeuppance the others had sustained.
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T
he stock market crash was a bolt of lightning on 
a sunny day. It seemed (to most people) to come 
out of nowhere and was front page news for a 
month. The Great Depression descended quietly, 
like a fog. Americans experienced the collapse on 

Wall Street collectively or, more accurately, they watched it 
collectively, for only a small proportion of the population 
“experienced” its consequences. The depression affected all 
but a wealthy few, much of the population profoundly. But 
individuals felt it singly, in different ways at different times.

By the end of 1930, the depression engulfed the nation. 
There had been depressions before, severe ones in the 1870s 
and 1890s, a brief one after World War I. What made the de-
pression of the 1930s the “Great Depression” was not that it 
affected more people than the others but, for most of Herbert 
Hoover’s four years as president, it grew progressively worse 
each month when Hoover tried cheerleading—“Prosperity is 
just around the corner”—he only soured most people on his 
administration. Six in ten voters supported Hoover in 1928; 
in less than two years, just about everyone except the presi-
dent himself knew that he had no chance of being reelected.

Except for the Civil War, the Great Depression shook 
Americans morally more than any other shared experience. 
Those who were adults during the 1930s would be haunted 
by the dread of economic collapse until they died. Their chil-
dren, too young to have noticed much out of the ordinary, 
were shaped by what they were told. Not until the 1960s did 
a generation come of age for which the Great Depression was 
“ancient history” and not very interesting.

THE FACE OF THE BEAST
Not every depression story was a tale of woe. People took pride 
in the fact that when times were toughest, family and neigh-
bors stuck together and carried on with vitality or, at least, 
made do. Whether the memories were sweet or sour, however, 
the depression generation was, to date, the last generation of 
Americans whose values and political behavior were forged 
by economic insecurity and often serious deprivation.

Numbers
During the fi rst year after the crash, 4 million people lost 
their jobs. In 1931, the second year of the depression, 100,000 
people were laid off each week. By 1932, fully a quarter of the 
work-force was unemployed: 13 million people with 30 mil-
lion dependents. In heavily industrialized areas the fi gures 
were worse. In Chicago, 40 percent of people who wanted 

Chapter 40

Hard Times
The Great Depression 1930–1933

What our country needs is a good big laugh. If someone could get off a good joke 
every ten days, I think our troubles would be over.

—Herbert Hoover

Prosperity is just around the corner
—Herbert Hoover

The Ongoing Crash
The stock market collapse went on and on. Those who 
still owned shares after the crash (someone purchased 
every share sold at a loss) watched their bargain basement 
investments dwindle for three years. In 1930, stocks had half 
the value they had in September 1929. Through the end of 
1932 values declined another 30 percent. The stock market 
did not reach 1929 levels until World War II.
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660 Chapter 40 Hard Times

work could not fi nd any. For a year in Toledo, Ohio, 80 per-
cent of workers were unemployed. In some coal-mining 
towns like Donora, Pennsylvania, virtually no one had a job. 
African Americans, “the last hired and the fi rst fi red,” had it 
worse than whites: Nationally, 35 percent were unemployed.

Those who held on to their jobs took paycuts—gladly, 
given the alternative. Between 1929 and 1933, the aver-
age weekly earnings of manufacturing employees fell from 
$25 to less than $17. Farmers’ income, already low in 1929, 
plummeted. By the winter of 1932–1933, some corn growers 
were burning their crop to heat their homes—shades of the 
1890s!—because they could not sell it. Wheat farmers had 
to sell 5 bushels to earn enough to buy a pair of shoes. The 
wholesale price of cotton dropped to 5¢ a pound: $30 for a 
600-pound bale!

With no money coming in, hundreds of thousands could 
not pay rent or the monthly mortgage. They lost their homes. 
One farm family in four was pushed off the land by 1933, 
mainly in the cotton, grain, and pork belts of the South and 
Midwest. In one day, a quarter of the farms in Mississippi 
went on the auction block.

People who could not pay the rent did not go shopping. 
More than 100,000 small businesses went bankrupt, 32,000 
just in 1932 (88 a day). Doctors and lawyers reported big 
drops in income. When counties’ and cities’ property tax 
collections dwindled, even schools—pretty much everyone’s 
first priority—were hit. In several midwestern cities like 
Dayton, Ohio, children went on a three-day week for lack of 
money to pay teachers’ salaries. Chicago’s teachers worked 
without pay for months; some were not compensated for 
years; others never were. In January 1933, 1,000 schools in 
Georgia did not reopen after Christmas vacation.

Banks failed at a rate of 200 a month during 1932; $3.2 bil-
lion in savings accounts simply evaporated. When New York’s 

An unemployed worker with style. His wit may not have gotten him a 
job, but it told the world he had not been defeated.
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1929 19431931 1933 1935 1937 1939 1941 1945

The Great Depression 1929–1945

1931 Financial crisis in Europe; Boulder Dam begun

1932 Massive bank failures
Feb 1932 Reconstruction Finance Corporation

1934 Five celebrated bank robbers killed

1933 Depression hits bottom

1935 Monopoly best-selling parlor game; Dust Bowl

1939 Grapes of Wrath published; end of Great Depression

Franklin D. Roosevelt  1933–1945
president

1929–1933 Herbert Hoover president

1930–1932 Business failures, unemployment

July 1932 Bonus Boys in Washington
Aug 1932 Milo Reno, “Farmers’ Holiday”

A Chicken in Every Pot
The Republican party slogan in the election campaign of 
1928 had been “A Chicken in Every Pot and Two Cars in Every 
Garage.” In 1932, the advertising man who coined the slogan 
was out of work, panhandling in order to feed his family.



big Bank of the United States went under in December 1930, 
400,000 depositers lost their savings. Most of the accounts 
were small, hard-earned money squirreled away by working-
class families as a hedge against personal misfortune.

What Depression Looked Like
Not everyone was hit, of course, but it was impossible not 
to be reminded of the suffering of others at the turning of a 
corner or the delivery of a newspaper. Each week, more than 
5,000 men lined up at a New York employment agency to 
apply for 500 low-level jobs. When the city of Birmingham, 
Alabama, called for 800 workers to put in an eleven-hour day 
for $2, there were 12,000 applicants. In 1931, a Soviet agency, 
Amtorg, announced openings in Russia for 6,000 skilled 
technicians; 100,000 Americans said they would go. Once-
prosperous skilled workers and small businessmen sold ap-
ples or set up shoeshine stands on street corners.

Charitable organizations were paralyzed by the scope of 
the demands made on them. Philadelphia’s social workers 
managed to reach only one-fifth of the city’s unemployed and 
could provide each of those families only $4.23 for a week, 
not enough to buy the cheapest food. “Soup  kitchens”—free 
meals—mostly set up by churches, offered little more than 

a slice of bread and a bowl of stew, but for three years many 
ran at capacity. A journalist described the crowd at the Mu-
nicipal Lodging House in New York City in 1930: “There is 
a line of men, three or sometimes four abreast, a block long, 
and wedged tightly together—so tightly that no passer-by 
can break through. For this compactness there is a reason: 
those at the head of the grey-black human snake will eat to-
night; those farther back probably won’t.”

On the outskirts of cities (and smack in the middle of 
New York’s Central Park), homeless men and women built 
shantytowns out of scavenged lumber, scraps of sheet metal, 
and cardboard boxes. The number of people who wandered 
the country—a new generation of tramps, this one includ-
ing women—brought the scale of the catastrophe to rural 
 America. Railroads gave up trying to keep tramps off freights; 
there were too many of them. The Missouri Pacific had 
counted 14,000 hopping its freights in 1928; in 1931 they esti-
mated they had 186,000 passengers. In 1931, some 1.5 million 
people were moving about the country in search of work.

In a broad belt running north and south from the  Dakotas 
into Texas, a severe annual drought beginning in 1931 piled 
natural catastrophe on top of man-made distress. Only 
farmers with deep artesian wells could produce crops until 

Unemployed men line up for a free meal at a New York City “soup kitchen.” Patrons of these usually church-sponsored 
caterers had hit rock-bottom because shame at turning to charity kept away those who could cadge a meal elsewhere. Note 
that practically everyone is wearing a hat or cap. Men in headwear (except baseball caps) are the exception today, but during 
the 1930s to be in public bareheaded was almost as improper as being shirtless. An employer with a menial job to fill would 
feel uneasy enough about a hatless man to pass him over. Notice also how orderly the queue is. Only two policemen, and they 
are relaxed, can be seen. The depression did not cause a revolution or even many riots.
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rainfall levels rose in 1939. By 1935, fields plowed for a gen-
eration were so powdery that the topsoil literally blew away. 
Hardest and most dramatically hit was the “Dust Bowl”: 
northern Texas, southern Kansas, southeastern Colorado, 
and the epicenter, western Oklahoma. Dust storms blew dirt 
through pencil-line crevices in homes and blacked out the 
sun for days at a time. In some Oklahoma counties, 90 per-
cent of the population went on the dole; then, beginning in 
1935, lost half their population. The “Okies” (originally a de-
rogatory term) gave up, abandoned even farms they owned, 
and—most of them—headed west on Route 66, which bi-
sected the state, to California.

population so that they could be sold. The president and Con-
gress, partly because of principles they believed were eternal, 
partly in obeisance to big business, ignored indications that 
the combination of overproduction and underconsumption 
was a dangerous mix. The signs were obvious by 1929; a few 
economists tried to draw attention to them, but the govern-
ment clung to policies that worsened the situation.

Andrew Mellon’s tax policies favoring the wealthy were 
intended to pump money into constructive investment. But 
much (most?) of the tax windfalls the wealthy enjoyed went 
into speculation, doing nothing but inflating the already high 
price of stocks to the inevitable bursting point.

Wages in general lagged far behind the growth of wealth 
concentrated at the top of the economic pyramid. The 
masses of consumers were never able to consume the na-
tion’s agricultural produce at a price high enough to make 
farmers into consumers too. By 1928, it was obvious to the 
few economists who studied the figures that consumers were 
no longer buying all the pins and toasters that manufacturers 
were churning out. Too many “big-ticket” commodities like 
cars and refrigerators that were sold were purchased on the 
installment plan, with money, in other words, that the buyers 
did not have.

Large and visible sectors of the population were so im-
poverished that they were unable to buy much of anything, 
even on credit. Coal miners, not a very large or important 
occupational group today, were just that during the 1920s: 
More than 600,000 men were mine workers. Their low 
wages— frozen since 1920; just enough to pay the rent and 
feed the family—meant that miners and their wives did 
not buy many of the consumer goods on which Coolidge 
Prosperity was based.

For farmers who produced the staples—corn, wheat, 
pork, cotton—the hard times began not in 1930, but in the 
aftermath of World War I. American farms were so produc-
tive that the prices at which they sold their crops dropped 
steadily. During the 1920s, a good year down home was a 
year that farmers broke even. Thanks to Prohibition, there 
were no breweries and distilleries buying grain. The booze 
that most city people drank was distilled from Canadian 
grain. Electricity reached only one American farm in ten. 
The other nine were buying nothing that had to be plugged 
in, including lamps and light bulbs.

The entire South was a glaringly obvious “pocket” of un-
derconsumers. Per capita income in the Deep South—rural 
Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana—was about 
half the per capita income of the rest of the country. Share-
croppers might not see $20 in cash in a year. They bought 
their seed and food on credit and hoped that their share, 
when the crop was sold, would cover the previous year’s ex-
penditures. Nothing was trickling down to them.

African Americans who fled the South to northern and 
midwestern cities were part of the money economy but—as 
a group—not buying much more than necessities. The black 
middle class was growing, but most urban African Ameri-
cans had low-paying menial jobs. They were not very helpful 
consumers.

Paycut
In 1929, the last year of prosperity, Lefty O’Doul of the 
Philadelphia Phillies had a batting average of .398. This 
achievement earned him a raise of just $500. In 1930, the 
first year of the depression, O’Doul hit .308, hardly a poor 
showing. Nevertheless, the Phillies cut his salary by $1,000.

THE FAILURE OF THE OLD
ORDER
Will Rogers, the nation’s most popular humorist, quipped 
that the United States would be the fi rst country to drive to 
the poorhouse in an automobile. He was trying to infuse a 
sense of proportion into the way some people thought about 
the depression. President Hoover made the same point more 
awkwardly. “No one is starving,” he said.

They were right. The depression was not a pandemic or 
plague laying the continent waste. The United States was as 
rich in material blessings as ever. There was plenty of food. 
The capacity of American factories to produce goods rang-
ing from pins and pleated trousers through vacuum cleaners 
to airplanes was the same in 1932 as it had been in 1929.

The fact that so many were deprived while living in the 
mouth of a cornucopia was what bewildered many and em-
bittered others. An elderly, mild-mannered California physi-
cian, Francis E. Townshend, was transformed into an angry 
crusader when, one morning, he looked out his window to see 
old women picking through the garbage pails of a grocery store 
that was heaped high with foodstuffs. “Ten men in our country 
could buy the whole world,” Will Rogers cracked, not humor-
ously this time, “and ten million can’t buy enough to eat.”

In fact, it was abundance—super-abundance—too much 
food, too many goods—combined with the greed of New Era 
businessmen and the Coolidge administration’s blindness 
that caused the disaster.

Not Enough Customers
During the 1920s, the American economy churned out things 
to sell in ever-increasing plenty, but the people who ran the 
country did not spread around the money to enough of the 



American foreign policy contributed to the problem of 
an inadequate market by making it difficult for Europeans 
to buy American products. Foreign policy was designed to 
serve American finance virtually to the point of ignoring 
other American economic interests. Banks were encour-
aged to make huge loans to Germany on the assumption 
that the Germans would use much of the money to make 
reparations payments to the British and French who would 
then pay their debts in the United States. Bankers made 
lots of money from the transactions, but they did no one 
else any good.

The Republican party’s high tariffs—when American in-
dustry needed no “protection”—made it difficult for Euro-
peans to sell their product in the United States in order to 
pay for American goods ranging from big-profit American 
machinery (which was coveted) to dirt-cheap American 
foodstuffs. Congress was so obstinately blind to the obvious 
that, in 1930, in the depths of the depression, a new tariff, 
the Hawley-Smoot Tariff, actually raised the average duty on 
European imports from 40 percent to 60 percent!

Herbert Hoover, Scapegoat
Herbert Hoover had long aspired to be president, and he had 
a right to be proud when he was elected. He had earned the 
offi ce by his achievements, not by hustling dimwitted vot-
ers. Except for military heroes—Washington, Taylor, Grant, 
Eisenhower—he remains the only president who was not a 
professional politician. Unfortunately for him, the singular 

nature of the American presidency is such that, if things go 
badly during a president’s watch, he takes the fall, no matter 
how innocent of blame he may be.

Hoover was not responsible for the depression. He never 
subscribed to Harding’s and Coolidge’s unqualified obei-
sance to big business; he was the one member of Coolidge’s 
cabinet who was not a flunkey. It was, in part, his “progres-
sive” suggestions that the federal government govern more 
that made Coolidge nervous.

No matter: He got the blame for the depression, and 
from the start. The shantytowns that people evicted from 
their homes built in empty lots were dubbed “Hoovervilles.” 
Men sleeping on park benches called the newspapers they 
wrapped around themselves for warmth “Hoover blankets.” 
An empty pocket turned inside out was a “Hoover flag”; a 
boxcar was a “Hoover Pullman.”

When the president visited hard-hit Detroit, riding in a 
motorcade, people on the sidewalk stared at him silently. 
Wisely, he cut personal appearances to a minimum, but his 
disappearance from view only contributed to a popular be-
lief that he was unconcerned, doing nothing, paralyzed by 
the crisis. He could not take a brief vacation without arous-
ing scorn. “Look here, Mr. Hoover, see what you’ve done,” an 
Appalachian song had it, “You went a-fishing, let the coun-
try go to ruin.” The “Great Humanitarian” who had saved 
the Belgian people from famine during the war was now 
seen as callously indifferent to the sufferings of his fellow 
Americans.

One of the many “Hoovervilles”—
shanty towns—erected in parks or 
other empty spaces by people who 
had lost their homes. This one, in 
New York’s Central Park, has a look 
of semipermanence with its orderly 
straight “streets” and tidiness. Keeping 
it free of trash and garbage was a 
condition set by authorities if they 
were to tolerate the trespassing. Some 
Hoovervilles were squalid, unhealthy, 
and nests of drunkenness, altercations, 
and crime, but most, populated by 
decent people impoverished by the 
depression, were not.
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Hoover’s Program
Hoover was depressed, subdued, and withdrawn. An aide 
later said that speaking with him in his offi ce was like sitting 
in a bath of ink. But he was not callous to the suffering in the 
country. He gave a big chunk of his salary to charities helping 
the stricken. No other president has been half as generous.

Nor was Hoover paralyzed into inaction. He had a program 
to fight the depression that would have been beyond Coolidge’s 

ken. Hoover recognized the role that Mellon’s regressive taxes 
had played in causing the depression and  abandoned some of 
them. He persuaded Congress to commit $500 million a year 
to public works, building or improving government properties 
not primarily because the work was needed but so as to put 
people to work. The greatest of his projects, the Hoover Dam, 
was a 700-foot high, 1,200-foot wide wall of concrete spanning 
the Colorado River southeast of Las Vegas that, seventy years 
after its completion, is still among the world’s greatest feats 
of engineering. Hoover’s Reconstruction Finance Corporation 
(RFC), established in 1932, was a federal agency that funneled 
money to banks, railroads, and other vital corporations that 
were teetering on the edge of collapse.

Spendy federal projects and policies intended to manipu-
late the economy—kick-start it in the case of the RFC, had 
been anathema to the Republican party establishment since 
Teddy Roosevelt had rattled party conservatives with his 
New Nationalism.

But everything Hoover did was too little, too late, or mis-
understood. Reducing taxes on consumers did nothing for 
the millions who were unemployed, earning nothing, spend-
ing nothing. Public works projects like Boulder Dam helped 
only the few who were employed on them. Boulder City, 
Nevada, a town thrown up overnight to house workers on 
the dam, was a hive of working-class prosperity. It was also 
a speck in the desert. The RFC shored up several important 
banks and railroads that might otherwise have gone under. 
But with one in four workers without a job, it looked like a 
welfare program for millionaires.

Hoover’s Limitations
What was most urgently needed was relief for the massive 
numbers of people who had been earning decent livings one 
day and through no fault of their own were struggling the 
next. Hoover believed in helping the stricken; he was no “let 
the unfi t perish” social Darwinist. But charity was the prov-
ince of well-off individuals like himself and relief programs 
the job of municipal and state governments. Hoover would 
not hear of proposals that the federal government assume 
such responsibilities even when, after just a year of depres-
sion, charities’ resources everywhere had been reduced to 
little more than operating expenses, and city and state gov-
ernment treasuries were empty.

Hoover’s distinction between the social responsibilities of 
federal and state governments was obsolete. His assignment 
of relief to state and local governments was inconsistent with 
his belief in “rugged individualism,” the individual’s respons-
bility for his own welfare, to which he occasionally gave voice. 
If federal relief sapped the American character of self-reliance, 
state-sponsored relief programs could hardly fail to do so.

Hoover was a “self-made man.” He did not rise from the 
dregs of society. His father was a blacksmith; the uncle who 
took him in when he was orphaned at age 9 was a doctor. But 
he paid his own way through Stanford University by work-
ing. As a salaried mining engineer in Australia and China, 
he invested his savings in failing mines that he recognized as 
potentially rich but mismanaged. Before he was 40, he was a 
millionaire.

Boulder Dam, now called Hoover Dam, the first great public works 
project of the Great Depression. It was an engineering miracle and 
attracted thousands of workers despite the dangers of the job and the 
intense heat most months of the year in the Nevada-Colorado desert. 
When completed, the dam generated massive amounts of cheap 
electricity, which made possible another kind of miracle: the bizarre, 
super-illuminated desert city of Las Vegas.
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No One Has Starved
No one starved, but some came close, as the New York 
Times reported:

MIDDLETOWN, N.Y., December 24, 1931.—Attracted by 
smoke from the chimney of a supposedly abandoned 
summer cottage near Anwana Lake in Sullivan County, 
Constable Simon Glaser found a young couple starving. 
Three days without food, the wife, who is 23 years old, 
was hardly able to walk.

DANBURY, Connecticut, September 6, 1932.—Found 
starving under a rude canvas shelter in a patch of woods 
on Flatboard Ridge, where they had lived for five days on 
wild berries and apples, a woman and her 16-year-old 
daughter were fed and clothed today by the police and 
placed in the city almshouse.



He had a right to be pleased with himself and to attribute 
his success to his own efforts. But he discounted the luck of 
his birthdate. Had he been a just-graduated mining engineer 
in 1930 instead of at a time when metal mining was boom-
ing in Australia, he would have faced a bleaker future than he 
had as a young man. All the “rugged individualism” he could 
muster would not have gotten him a job that did not exist.

Hoover was far from alone in believing that individuals 
were largely responsible for their success or failure. During 
the first years of the depression, psychologists marveled that 
the most common initial response to joblessness and home-

lessness was self-blame. They reported on homeless hitch-
hikers who apologized because their clothing was shabby. A 
stroller through a big-city park in 1930 and 1931 saw scores 
of unsuccessful job seekers slumped on benches, heads in 
hands, elbows on knees, collars drawn up, wondering where 
they had failed.

Gillette, a manufacturer of razor blades, exploited the wide-
spread sense of personal failure with an advertisement  showing 
a husband shamefully telling his wife that he still had work. 
He had a heavy beard, a “five o’clock shadow.” The message 
was that employers had turned him down because he needed a 

Weeknights at Eight

In 1926, two white vaudevillians, Freeman Gosden and 
Charles Correll, landed a job with Chicago radio station 
WGN doing a short daily comedy show, “Sam ‘n’ Henry.” 
Sam and Henry were young black men from the rural 
South who, as part of the Great Migration north, had come 
to Chicago to make a new life. Much of the show’s comedy 
lay in city slickers (also black) swindling the two country 
hicks in one or another comic sequence of events.

In 1929, the makers of Pepsodent toothpaste were look-
ing for a popular network program to sponsor. Gosden 
and Correll were persuaded to move their show to the Na-
tional Broadcasting Company in New York and to relocate 
Sam and Henry to Harlem. WGN owned the copyright on 
the characters’ names so Sam and Henry became Amos 
and Andy. Other names were changed: The boys’ frater-
nal lodge, the “Jewels of the Crown,” became the “Mystic 
Knights of the Sea.” With the show now reaching a na-
tional audience it was somewhat sanitized. Sam and Henry 
had been drinkers and smokers. Andy kept his cigar but 
no characters drank or even made reference to drinking. 
Where all the characters on Sam ‘n’ Henry had been poor 
and unsophisticated, Amos ‘n’ Andy drew on Harlem’s di-
versity and added African Americans of all social classes 
and professions. Amos’s father-in-law was a wealthy and 
educated businessman.

The show was done in broad Negro dialect which was 
only occasionally played for laughs as in Andy’s catch 
phrase, “I’se re-gusted!” The humor lay in situations and 
the characters of Andrew W. Brown (Andy) and George 
Stevens, the “Kingfish” of the Mystic Knights of the Sea.

The Kingfish was a fast-talking con man who bungled 
every one of his scams and never learned a lesson. His 
favorite mark was well-meaning but gullible Andy. They 
were the end-men of a minstrel show, the city slicker and 
the yokel. Amos was the honest hardworking proprietor 
and sole driver of the Fresh Air Taxi Company. (His cab 
had no windshield.) He was the sensible nice guy and fam-
ily man who patiently and futilely tried to talk sense to 
Andy without bad-mouthing the Kingfish; and, afterwards, 
Amos picked up the pieces as well as he could. Occasional 

characters included the lazy Lightnin’, who swept up the 
lodge; Algonquin J. Calhoun, a shyster lawyer of limited 
competence; Amos’s wife Ruby, who was as cultured, sen-
sible, and decent as Sapphire Stevens, the Kingfish’s wife, 
was shrewish, loud, and vulgar.

Probably no other radio or television show was as popu-
lar as Amos ‘n’ Andy at its peak. Movie theaters interrupted 
their films at eight o’clock to turn on the show for fear 
that if they did not, their auditoriums would be empty. By 
1935, the parents of at least a hundred sets of twin boys 
had named them Amos and Andy. When one episode con-
cluded with Fresh Air Taxi badly in need of a typewriter, 
2,000 people shipped typewriters to NBC.

African Americans listened to Amos and Andy at least as 
avidly as whites did. (Several of the characters on the show 
were performed by blacks.) In 1931, Chicago’s  African 
American newspaper the Defender honored Gosden and 
Correl at its annual parade and picnic. There were dis-
senters. Howard University Professor Clarence L. Mitchell 
condemned the show as demeaning to African Americans 
as a people. Roy Wilkins of the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People replied: “How would 
Mr. Mitchell like to have Amos and Andy? In plug hats, 
with morning coats, striped trousers, glassined hair, spats, 
patent leather shoes, and an Oxford accent?”

In fact, Freeman Gosden had it right when he said that 
the show “helped characterize Negroes as interesting and 
dignified human beings.” If half the characters were comi-
cal, half were dignified individuals at a time when all black 
characters in the movies were stereotypes.

In 1943, Amos ‘n’ Andy ceased daily broadcasts and played 
for half an hour once a week. (Gosden and Correll had not 
had a vacation for six years.) In 1951, it went to television 
with, of course, black actors. This time, the pained objec-
tions to stereotyping came from the NAACP, including Roy 
Wilkins. NBC, as nervous about offending anyone as politi-
cally correct professors were in the 1980s, dropped the show 
after two seasons. The only losers aside from the show’s 
fans, who were still numerous, were the African American 
actors who were unable to get jobs anywhere else.

How They Lived
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shave, not because they had no jobs to offer. A maker of under-
wear put the responsibility for the unemployment of a bedrid-
den man squarely on his own shoulders. He was out of work 
not because 13 million others were but because he had worn 
an inferior brand of undershirt and had caught a bad cold.

Hoover was reduced to other incantations. “Prosperity,” 
he said too often given his crumbling popularity, was “just 
around the corner.” In 1931, briefly, Hoover’s prediction 
seemed to be coming true. What we call the economic in-
dicators made modest gains. Hoover brightened; the coun-
try was turning the corner. Then, in May, one of Europe’s 
biggest banks failed. The Kreditanstalt of Vienna had been 
shaky for years; other European banks had been propping it 
up. So, when the Kreditanstalt collapsed, other major banks 
followed. In September, in order to save the Bank of Eng-
land, Great Britain abandoned the gold standard. Worried 
that the American dollar was in danger, foreign and Ameri-
can depositors withdrew $1.5 billion in gold from American 
banks, launching a new wave of business failures.

THE NOT-SO-RED DECADE
Many Americans blamed Hoover and the Republican party 
for the hard times; in the midterm election of 1930, the Dem-
ocrats picked up fi fty-three seats in the House of Representa-
tives and eight in the Senate. But few faulted the American 
political system and only a few more faulted capitalism. This 
was not for a lack of trying by the Socialist party of America 
and the Communist party. Leaders of both concluded that 
if ever there was an opportunity to move from the politi-
cal fringe and become authentic political alternatives to the 
capitalist parties, the depression had provided it. There was 
something basically wrong, socialist and communist news-
papers and recruiters argued, when people were willing and 
able to work and produce plenty of everything for everyone, 
yet millions had lost their jobs and millions of farmers had 
been forced off the land. The enemy was not the hapless 
Hoover; the enemy was the system.

The Communist Party
In the presidential election in prosperous 1928, Commu-
nist party leader William Z. Foster polled 49,000 votes. After 
three depression years during which the Communists cam-
paigned hard, especially in industrial cities, Foster expected 
a big increase in the election of 1932. The Communist vote 
more than doubled to 103,000, but party leaders were gravely 
disappointed. With the failure of capitalism so obvious to 
them, how did the voters miss this?

And the year 1932 marked the high-water mark of Ameri-
can communism’s popularity. Americans blamed greedy, 
corrupt capitalists for their misfortunes, not capitalism it-
self. And the example of the Soviet Union, the first “work-
ers’ state,” was not inspiring. The stomach-turning crimes of 
Joseph Stalin’s dictatorship were not yet widely known, but 
Americans knew enough about the dreariness of life in Russia 
and Stalin’s suppression of political and religious freedoms 
to imagine preferring living under communism over living 
in American society with the depression at its worst. The 

dean of American investigative journalists, Lincoln  Steffens, 
visited the U.S.S.R. and returned home to write, “I have seen 
the future and it works.” He blamed the shortcomings of the 
Soviet system on Russia’s deep-rooted poverty and the gov-
ernment’s fear of invasion. He was not convincing.

The American Communist party made some high- profile 
converts among literary figures and intellectuals. Writers 
Theodore Dreiser, Mary McCarthy, Sherwood Anderson, 
John Dos Passos, Dashiell Hammett, Lillian Hellman, and 
critics Edmund Wilson and Granville Hicks either joined “the 
party” or openly espoused communism as a desirable alterna-
tive to the system that, they believed, had brought economic 
disaster upon the United States. Absurd as it seemed even to 
his friends, the immortalizer of flappers and “flaming youth,” 
F. Scott Fitzgerald, said that he was studying Marxism.

The intellectuals’ entrance into the party was a revolving 
door. Few carried membership cards for more than a year 
or two. Party meetings were secretive and conspiratorial. 
Free discussion was acceptable only on issues on which the 
 Comintern in Moscow (the “Communist International”) 
had not defined an official “party line.” Free-thinking writers 
and university intellectuals were not apt to react favorably to 
being told what they were to think.

Communists and Unions
The party was more successful penetrating the leadership of 
some labor unions. Communists headed the United Electrical 
Workers, the Mine Mill and Smelter Workers, and a number of 
smaller unions. Wyndham Mortimer of the United Automo-
bile Workers, journalist Len De Caux, and lawyer Lee Pressman 
were communists in infl uential positions in the Congress of 
Industrial Organizations (CIO). Selfl ess, hard-working party 
members dedicated themselves to union organization. Indeed, 
CIO organizers who were secret communists were probably 
the key to the rapid growth during the depression of the steel-
workers, automobile workers, and longshoremen unions.

But communist influence among the rank and file was 
negligible. Most party members in leadership positions in 
unions obscured, concealed, and even denied their commu-
nist affiliations. They were Leninists. They did not believe 
ordinary workers were capable of making a revolution (or of 
much else). For their own good, they had to be manipulated 
by the “militant minority” organized in secret, small cells.

Similarly, the communists had little success in enlisting 
African Americans despite the fact that party activists, often 
courageously, led successful rent strikes in the black neigh-
borhoods in northern cities. Others spearheaded attempts to 
organize sharecroppers in the South (whites as well as blacks) 
and, with only belated support from liberals, communists led 
a campaign to save the lives of the “Scottsboro Boys,” nine 
young black men convicted of rape in Alabama in 1931 on 
tainted evidence. Had the party not made that fight, the hap-
less Scottsboro Boys would have been executed.

Norman Thomas and the Socialists
The Socialist party of America was not saddled with the 
 Leninist baggage and Soviet party line that hampered the 
communists. The party was, in fact, militantly  anticommunist. 



Norman Thomas, the socialist candidate for president six 
times, beginning in 1928, was more hostile to communism 
because of its opposition to political democracy and indi-
vidual liberties than he was to capitalism.

Thomas was a former Presbyterian minister and a pacifist 
who had opposed American entrance into World War I. He 
did much better at the polls than communist candidates did. 
He won 267,000 votes in 1928 and 882,000 in 1932. But even 
that total was less than his predecessor as head of the party, 
Eugene V. Debs, won in the prosperous election years 1912 
and 1920. Where the communists offered an unattractive 
and alien alternative to the “American way of life,” Thomas’s 
all-American democratic socialism was not much different 
from what politicians in the liberal wing of the Democratic 
party offered. It made little sense to vote for Thomas and the 
Socialists when a vote for the Democrats promised to have 

 results. In 1936, with the liberal Democrats in power, Thom-
as’s vote in the presidential election dropped to 187,000.

Thomas understood this. He knew that the Socialists 
would never exercise political power. He regarded his and 
the party’s role as being the nation’s conscience, pushing and 
pulling the Democrats toward, not socialism, but more hu-
mane social policies.

POPULAR RESPONSES
There was some violence, most of it spontaneous: food riots 
in St. Paul and other cities, people storming grocery stores 
and clearing the shelves. Wisconsin dairy farmers stopped 
trucks picking up milk and dumped it into ditches, partly 
in anger at the low prices processors were paying them, 

“Bonus Boys” on their way to join the 
demonstration in Washington, D.C. 
They were World War I veterans 
who, because of the high rate of 
unemployment among them, 
wanted “bonuses” promised them 
by Congress paid early as a relief 
measure. President Hoover opposed 
federal relief. He instructed General 
Douglas MacArthur to clear several 
vacant federal buildings of protesters. 
MacArthur, not for the first nor the 
last time in his career, disobeyed his 
orders when he invaded and burned 
a Bonus Boys’ shanty town on 
Anacostia Flats on the outskirts of the 
capital. Hoover privately, disapproved 
of MacArthur’s initiative, but not 
publicly. The dispersal of the Bonus 
Boys destroyed what was left of his 
reputation.

Br
ow

n 
Br

ot
he

rs

POPULAR RESPONSES 667



668 Chapter 40 Hard Times

partly to dramatize their need for government help. In Iowa, 
the National Farmers’ Holiday Association urged hog rais-
ers to withhold their products from the market—to take a 
 holiday—and attracted attention by blockading highways. 
Eat your own products, Holiday Association leader Milo 
Reno told Iowans, and let the money men eat their gold.

But incidents of violence were few and quickly over with. 
Americans coped with hard times peacefully. The most vio-
lent episode of the Hoover years was the work not of stricken 
people, but by the authorities or, rather, one politically am-
bitious and slightly unbalanced general, General Douglas 
 MacArthur, who attacked the “Bonus Expeditionary Force” 
in Washington in the summer of 1932.

The Bonus Boys
In 1924, Congress voted to reward World War I veterans with 
a “bonus” of $1,000 to be paid in 1945. When the depression 
threw thousands of not-so-old soldiers out of work, veterans 
asked for payment of half the bonus immediately. Congress 
obliged, but Hoover, vetoed the bill because it was federal 
relief, which, indeed, it was, and which Hoover opposed on 
principle.

Congress passed the bill over his veto and Democrats, 
taking the popular side of an issue in a presidential election 
year, called for paying veterans the entire bonus immedi-
ately. In support, 20,000 veterans (and some wives) massed 
in Washington. When Congress adjourned in July without 
taking action, all but about 2,000 of the demonstrators left 
the capital. Some entered vacant government office build-
ings and squatted. Others moved to a “Bonus Expedition-
ary Force” Hooverville on Anacostia Flats, wasteland on the 
outskirts of the city. There was some drunkenness and fist-
fights, but the camp was, on the whole, remarkably peaceful. 
The Bonus Boys policed themselves and cooperated with 
authorities.

Hoover persuaded himself that the Bonus Boys were led 
by communist agitators. (They were not; the most influ-
ential organization among them was the anticommunist 
American Legion.) The president sent General Douglas 
MacArthur with troops to clear out the Bonus Boys who 
were trespassing in government buildings. He said nothing 
about Anacostia Flats. MacArthur, a brave and talented sol-
dier who already had a reputation for making up his own 
orders, assembled armored vehicles and tear gas. They were 
not needed to clear the federal buildings. The squatters de-
parted when asked.

After a short delay, while MacArthur waited for a full-
dress uniform to be brought to him, he moved his soldiers 
to Anacostia Flats, forced the Bonus Boys out at bayonet 
point, and burned the camp. Most Republican editors con-
gratulated him; MacArthur was the Republicans’ favorite 
general. Hoover was angry; he still had hopes of winning 
the election in November and he knew the Bonus Boys en-
joyed widespread report. MacArthur was probably guilty of 
insubordination, but Hoover let it pass and took the blame 
for the spectacle of young soldiers driving off unarmed old 
soldiers.

Midwestern Robin Hoods
Americans expressed their anger toward values of the New 
Era they now thought had been foisted on them in several in-
direct ways. Businessmen, lionized just a few years earlier, be-
came objects of ridicule in fi lms, on radio programs, and in 
the columns and comic strips of daily newspapers. Ordinary 
people, especially in the heartland between the  Mississippi 
and the Rockies, lavished tacit approval on a new kind of 
criminal: the heavily armed midwestern bank robber who 
exploited automobiles and the sleepiness of small towns to 
make “getaways” on little-traveled rural roads.

Bank robbers like John Dillinger, Charles “Pretty Boy” 
Floyd, Lester “Baby Face Nelson” Gillis, Clyde Barrow 
and Bonnie Parker (“Bonnie and Clyde”), George Barnes 
( “Machine Gun Kelly”), and Kate “Ma” Barker, her four sons, 
and Alvin “Creepy” Karpis Kelly all enjoyed a brief spell of 
celebrity. Some newspapers depicted them as romantic he-
roes, driven reluctantly to a “life of crime” by the depression, 
who only robbed banks which had robbed the people, and 
were, like Robin Hood, kind and generous with the poor.

Some of them reveled in the publicity. Bonnie and Clyde 
photographed themselves with their guns and getaway cars 
in theatrical poses. Bonnie Parker wrote a rhyming account 
of their adventures more or less in the form of a chivalric 
ballad with an inevitably tragic conclusion: “it’s curtains for 
Bonnie and Clyde.” It was printed in hundreds of papers. 
On one of the occasions he was in custody (he escaped from 
the police several times), John Dillinger was charming in a 
filmed interview, convincingly claiming he had never injured 
an ordinary, unoffending citizen. The police who were hold-
ing him flocked around him, shaking his hand. “Pretty Boy” 
Floyd was immortalized in a song written by Woody Guthrie, 
the author of popular songs with social and patriotic themes 
in the 1930s and 1940s. When Clyde Barrow wrote in a letter 
that the 1934 Ford V-8 was his favorite getaway car, the Ford 
Company used it as a valued endorsement.

The robbers’ celebrity was also promoted by the head of 
the Federal Bureau of Investigation, J. Edgar Hoover, as part 
of an effort to promote himself as the country’s number one 
“G-man” (“government man”). Several arrested gangsters said 
that Kate “Ma” Barker’s reputation as the middle-aged brains 
of the Barker-Karpis gang was a fiction created by Hoover 
after Ma was shot and killed in 1935. Alvin Karpis said that 
she had nothing to do with the gang’s heists. Another mem-
ber of the gang said that “Ma couldn’t plan breakfast.”

Unlike the businessman-gangsters of the 1920s, the bank 
robbers enjoyed no luxurious living and their careers were 
short. Their faces were well known because of the public-
ity; they could spend the money they stole only by holing 
up in dingy hide-outs and dining on canned soup and beans 
until the treasury was depleted. Within a few months in 
1934, Bonnie and Clyde, Pretty Boy Floyd, John Dilllinger, 
and Baby Face Nelson were gunned down. When Floyd was 
buried in Salisaw, Oklahoma, 20,000 people attended the 
funeral. Creepy Karpis and Machine Gun Kelly survived to 
serve long prison terms, taking what satisfaction they could 
out of the many reporters who came to visit them.



The Movies: The Depression-Proof 
Business
Hollywood, particularly Warner Brothers studios, ex-
ploited the celebrity-gangster phenomenon by making 
movies slyly glamorizing lawbreakers while always taking 
care to end the films with a moral law and order message. 

Like the adulterous woman in nineteenth-century novels, 
who had to be killed off no matter how she had been the 
victim of others, movie gangsters paid for their crimes 
“in a hail of bullets” or strapped into an electric chair. 
But the message was clear: Criminals played by George 
Raft, Edward G. Robinson, Humphrey Bogart, and James 
 Cagney had been pushed into their careers by poverty and 

A neighborhood movie house during 
the 1930s. They showed “second run” 
films when the audiences at center 
city movie palaces were exhausted 
and—in double features—“B” movies, 
cheaply-made formula films that 
all the major studios churned out 
sometimes at a pace of one per week.  
There was no effort involved on a dull 
evening to walk to the neighborhood 
Orpheum and top off the evening 
with a beer or an ice cream soda.
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“Gangster Movies” were immensely 
popular during the 1930s. James 
Cagney specialized in playing 
psychopaths with a sympathetic side 
who were nevertheless punished for 
the evil they did. Here he is shown 
walking the “last mile” to the electric 
chair.
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 social injustice, and most of them had redeeming personal 
 qualities.

At first the depression hit the movie business hard. Be-
tween 1929 and 1932, the number of theaters in the country 
declined from 22,000 to 12,000. But the industry recovered 
rapidly even as the depression dragged on. By the mid-
 thirties there were 28,000 movie houses in the United States 
compared to 8,000 in France and Germany with a combined 
population about the same as in the United States. Nineteen 
of the twenty-five highest salaries in the United States, and 
forty of the highest sixty-three, were paid to motion picture 
company executives.

Why was the movie business, almost alone, so successful 
in hard times? First, tickets were cheap, 25¢ to 38¢ (10¢ for 
children) at neighborhood “second run” theaters. Theater 
owners changed their programs three times a week, offer-
ing “double features,” one film fresh from the midtown “first 
run” movie palaces and a cheaply made “B” movie, a formula 
comedy or western. Each neighborhood movie house rented 
300 films from distributors each year. Exhibitors added a 
newsreel and a travelogue to each program and, to keep the 
kids coming back every Saturday afternoon, cliff-hanger se-
rials. Early in the depression, the Carrier company developed 
a movie house air-conditioning system that neighborhood 
theaters could afford. Many a “fan” spent a quarter just to sit 
in refrigerated air for a few hours on a sweltering evening. 
And a night out at the movies was a social occasion. After 
the show, people sat down with neighbors to share a banana 
split or milkshake at a nearby drugstore or, after 1933, a glass 
of beer.

Each week, 85 million people watched Marie Dressler, 
Janet Gaynor, Shirley Temple, Mickey Rooney, Jean Harlow, 
and Clark Gable in a dizzying array of adventures and fan-
tasies. The favorite themes were escapist. During the mid-
1930s, Shirley Temple, an angelic little blonde girl who sang 
and danced, led the list of moneymakers. Her annual salary 
was $300,000, and her films made $5 million a year for Fox 
Pictures. Royalties from Shirley Temple dolls and other para-
phernalia made her a multimillionaire before she reached 
puberty—which pretty much ended her career. Choreogra-
pher Busby Berkeley made millions for Warner Brothers by 
staging plotless dance tableaux featuring dozens of beautiful 
starlets transformed by mirrors and camera tricks into hun-
dreds. The movies were a depression-proof business.

Music, Music, Music
Radio, even cheaper entertainment than the movies, also 
fl ourished, even during the rock-bottom years of 1930–1932. 
There were 8.5 million radio receivers in the country in 1929, 
18 million in 1932. By 1936 there were 33 million. Advertis-
ing revenues quadrupled. (Newspaper advertising declined 
by 30 percent.)

Networks broadcast dance bands “live” from famous big 
city ballrooms like the Waldorf-Astoria, transforming thou-
sands of living rooms into dance floors. Daily fifteen minute 
serials for adults in the evenings (mostly comedies) hooked 
adults as effectively as afternoon adventure serials hooked 

children. By far the best and the most popular radio program 
was Amos ‘n’ Andy on NBC. It dramatized the continuing ad-
ventures of a group of African Americans who were part of 
the “Great Migration” of black people north to New York’s 
Harlem. Amos was a hard-working guy just trying to get by, 
Andy a hustling would-be 1920s-type capitalist and a bum-
bling fool. The networks increased news coverage, also a suc-
cess. In 1928, 8.5 million people listened to the presidential 
election returns, in 1932 18 million, and in 1936 33 million.

The recorded music business, by way of contrast, did not 
recover from the depression until the 1940s. Sales of 78-rpm 
records, usually priced at 35¢, had risen to $50 million a year 
during the 1920s. In 1932, sales had collapsed to $2.5 million, 
a disaster as bad as the worst performances on the New York 
Stock Exchange. The chief casualties were “hillbilly” groups 
and African American blues and jazz musicians whose mar-
kets were among two of the hardest hit social groups in the 
country. Columbia, Decca, and RCA discontinued their “race 
record” division, which had targeted an African  American 
market. Only a few black performers like blues singer  Bessie 
Smith and cornetist Louis Armstrong continued to sell 
enough records to stay in the business.

The introduction of the jukebox, playing a record for a 
nickel in bars and teenager hangouts, helped recovery. There 
were 25,000 jukeboxes in use in 1930, 330,000 by 1940. Record 
sales were 33 million in 1938, still well below  predepression 

Straight Shooters
Network radio filled late afternoon and early evening hours 
with programs for juveniles featuring young adventurers like 
Little Orphan Annie and Jack Armstrong, the “All-American 
Boy”; aviators and space explorers; and cowboys like the 
Lone Ranger.

They combined strident morality and patriotism with cliff-
hanging conclusions to most fifteen-minute broadcasts, 
thus ensuring that listeners would let nothing get in the way 
of tuning in “same time, same station” the next day. Sponsors 
promoted their products by offering premiums (secret decoder 
rings, etc.) for the cost of the junk plus a “box top” or two 
proving purchase of the product! They also organized “clubs” 
for devotées. Cowboy Tom Mix’s club was called the Straight 
Shooters and required members to swear a pledge:

I promise to shoot straight with my parents by obeying 
my father and mother.

I promise to shoot straight with my friends by telling 
the truth always, by being fair and square at work and 
at play.

I promise to shoot straight with myself by striving 
always to be my best, by keeping my mind alert and my 
body strong and healthy.

I promise to shoot straight with Tom Mix by regularly 
eating good old Hot Ralston, the official Straight Shooter 
cereal, because I know Hot Ralston is just the kind of 
cereal that will help build a stronger America.



levels. (Sales soared again in the 1940s with the return of 
prosperity—to 127 million in 1941.)

“Big bands” that won national reputations on the radio 
toured the country. For 50¢ to a dollar, young and not-so-
young people could dress up and dance for three hours to the 
music of Benny Goodman, Harry James, and other groups. 
It was not an every-evening diversion. The big bands had to 
rush from city to city from one one-night-stand to another 
in order to draw full audiences. Even the most popular or-
chestras might play in thirty different ballrooms in as many 
nights. But they were very popular. At the Palladium in Hol-
lywood, Harry James drew 8,000 dancers in a single night, 
35,000 in a week.

THE ELECTION OF 1932
Nostalgia for the Thirties, by people who were young then—
memories of a favorite radio program, of going to a ballroom 
or to a movie palace decorated like a Turkish seraglio—fi xed 
on the middle and later years of the depression decade. In the 
summer of 1932, when the economy hit bottom, the coun-
try’s mood was somber; 1932 was, of course, a presidential 
election year.

The Democrats’ Roosevelt
Senator Joseph I. France of Maryland challenged Hoover 
for the Republican presidential nomination. He won prima-

ries in New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and Oregon. Had 
presidential nominations been determined by primaries as 
they are today, Hoover would have been rejected by his own 
party. But primary elections were few in 1932; in most states, 
professional politicians allied to big business still made deci-
sions, and the Republican bosses could not abandon an in-
cumbent president, no matter that they knew that Hoover 
was doomed to defeat in November.

Democratic hopefuls, knowing that their party’s nomi-
nation was a ticket to the White House, had a catfight. The 
chief contenders were John Nance Garner of Texas, who had 
inherited the McAdoo Democrats of the South and West; Al 
Smith, the party’s standard-bearer in 1928, who believed he 
deserved a second go; and Smith’s successor as governor of 
New York, Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR).

When the beginnings of a convention deadlock brought 
back memories of the bitterly divided party of 1924, some 
Garner delegates switched to Roosevelt and gave him the 
nomination. FDR—newspapers already called him by his ini-
tials in headlines—then presented the nation with the first 
indication of his flair for the dramatic and his willingness 
to break with tradition. Rather than wait quietly at home to 
be officially notified of his nomination, Roosevelt rushed to 
a plane prepared for flight, flew to the Chicago  convention 
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MAP 40:1 Presidential Election, 1932. Never had an electoral 
college map looked like this map of Roosevelt’s victory in 1932.
Only four New England states and Pennsylvania, still under 
the thumb of a 60-year-old Republican machine, gave Hoover 
majorities. In 1936, Roosevelt improved on the 1932 count; he 
carried every state except Maine and Vermont. Not until 1972, 
when Republican Richard Nixon carried every state except 
Massachusetts, would that record be broken.

The Democratic presidential nominee in 1932, New York governor 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, said nothing in his campaign to indicate that 
he intended to sponsor a massive and comprehensive federal program 
of relief and reform. He knew he was going to win and that any specific 
proposals he made would alienate some people who planned to vote 
for him. He waged the campaign as a cheerful, outgoing, supremely 
confident leader in contrast to Hoover, who was glum and almost a 
recluse by 1932.
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 despite nasty weather, and personally told the cheering Demo-
crats that he meant to provide a “New Deal” for the American 
people. Roosevelt simultaneously slapped at the discredited 
Republican “New Era” and reminded voters of both parties—
the older ones, anyway—that he was a distant cousin of the 
energetic president of the Square Deal, Theodore Roosevelt.

The Campaign
Hoover’s campaign was dispirited; it could not have been 
otherwise. He was in the impossible position of having to 
defend policies that had failed. Roosevelt, like any other can-
didate for whom victory is a cinch, avoided taking any stand 
likely to be controversial. He knew that a good many people 
were voting against Hoover; a strong statement by him on 
any subject could only cost him votes. Roosevelt even spoke 
of balancing the budget although he well knew that, with tax 
revenues way down, the new programs to which he vaguely 
alluded would make a balanced budget impossible.

The big difference between FDR and Hoover was their per-
sonalities. No small thing with American voters. Roosevelt’s 
buoyant charm, good humor, and bursting self-confidence—
they all came naturally to him—made for a sharp contrast 
with Hoover’s tight-lipped gloominess. The campaign was 
all image. Roosevelt smiled constantly. He conveyed to his 
audiences that he was a man who knew how to take charge. 
His theme song, blared by brass bands at every rally, was the 
up-beat “Happy Days Are Here Again.” It was enough. FDR’s 
victory was lopsided: 472 electoral votes to Hoover’s 59.

In 1933, Inauguration Day was a full four months after 
the election, a vestige of an age when the fastest a person (or 
news) could travel was at a horse’s pace. The interregnum 
was six weeks longer than it is today (which many political 
scientists think is too long). At a critical time like 1933, the 
four-month interregnum seemed to drag on as if it were 
four years. It meant a long winter of Hoover who, soundly 
defeated, was powerless. Concerned about what Roosevelt 
had in mind, he wrote the president-elect, asking him in 
the interests of national morale, to endorse several of his 
policies.

Roosevelt did not bite. He made no commitments either 
in support of Hoover or criticizing him. He disappeared 
from the public eye on what was, in fact, a very hard- working 
retreat. Roosevelt met long hours several days a week with 
experts on agriculture, industry, banking, and relief. His 
“brains trust,” as reporters called it (people decided they 
preferred “brain trust”) was organized by Raymond Moley, 
a professor at Columbia University. Most of the men invited 
to FDR’s estate at Hyde Park to present their ideas were pro-
fessors at Ivy League universities. Whatever Roosevelt had in 
mind—and he relished the suspense he was creating—there 
was going to be an entirely new crowd in Washington. The 
businessmen who had set the capital’s tone under Coolidge 
and Hoover turned over their D.C. apartments and sold their 
suburban homes in Virginia and Maryland to intellectuals, 
men (and—this was quite new—a few women) from univer-
sities and state social agencies.

FURTHER READING

Classics Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., The Crisis of the Old Order, 1957, 
and The Coming of the New Deal, 1958.

General Warren J. Susman, Culture as History: The Transforma-
tion of American Society in the Twentieth Century, 1984; Charles
 Kindleberger, The World in Depression, 1973; Robert McElvaine, 
The Great Depression, 1984, and Down and Out in the Great De-
pression, 1983; Michael Bernstein, The Great Depression: Delayed 
Recovery and Economic Change in America, 1929–1939, 1987; David 
M. Kennedy, Freedom from Fear: The American People in Depression 
and War, 1990; Michael E. Parish, America in Prosperity and Depres-
sion, 1992; James McGovern, And a Time for Hope: Americans in the 
Great Depression, 2000; Charles F. McGovern, Sold American: Con-
sumption and Citizenship, 1890–1945, 2006.

Hoover Joan Hoff Wilson, Herbert Hoover: Forgotten Progressive,
1975; George H. Nash, The Life of Herbert Hoover, 1988.

Special Topics About the South: Bruce Schumann, From Cotton Belt 
to Sunbelt, 1990; James N. Gregory, American Exodus: The Dust Bowl 
Migration and Okie Culture in California, 1989; James N.  Gregory, 
The Southern Diaspora: How the Great Migrations of Black and White 
Southerners Transformed America, 2005; Raymond  Walters, Negroes 
and the Great Depression; Roger Daniels, The Bonus March, 1971; 
Lawrence M. Friedman, Crime and Punishment in American His-
tory, 1993; Ronald Kessler, The Bureau: The Secret History of the FBI,
2002; Robert Sklar, Movie-Made America, 1975; Douglas Gomery, 
The Hollywood Studio System, 1986; Lary May, The Big Tomorrow: 
Hollywood and the Politics of the American Way, 2000.

KEY TERMS

Okies, p. 662

Rogers, Will, p. 662

Hoovervilles, p. 663

Boulder Dam, p. 664

Bonus Boys, p. 668

Dillinger, John, p. 668

New Deal, p. 672

Use the following listing of key terms to review important 
fi gures, events, locations, and concepts covered in this chap-
ter. A glossary of these terms is available on The American 

Past companion Web site: www.cengage.com/ history/conlin/
tap9e

www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e


ONLINE RESOURCES

Find additional resources, including primary source docu-
ments, images, interactive maps, simulations, chapter review 
exercises, and Internet links at

The American Past companion Web site
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e

American History Resource Center
http://ushistory.wadsworth.com/

ONLINE RESOURCES 673

www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e
http://ushistory.wadsworth.com/


©
 B

et
tm

an
n/

Co
rb

is

A
few days before his inauguration in 1933, 
 Franklin D. Roosevelt visited Miami. From the 
crowd surging around him, a jobless worker 
named Joe Zangara, later found to be mentally 
unbalanced, emptied a revolver at Roosevelt’s 

party. Anton Cermak, the mayor of Chicago, who was sitting 
next to the president-elect, died from his wounds. Roosevelt 
escaped without a scratch.

There was a lesson in the incident. Roosevelt was cool 
in a crisis. He barely flinched during the chaos. Just what he 
intended to do about the depression, however, remained a 
mystery. Roosevelt knew what legislation he would call for as 
soon as he took office. But he had no idea as to whether or 
not it would work. He was not a man with an ideology but 
was a quintessential pragmatist, like the legendary American 
mechanic who said: “Well, let’s start her up and see why she 
doesn’t run.”

THE PLEASANT MAN WHO
CHANGED AMERICA
Henry Cabot Lodge had called Roosevelt “a well-meaning, 
nice young fellow, but light.” Edith Galt Wilson said that he 
was “more charming than able.” In 1932, Walter Lippmann, 
dean of political columnists, called Roosevelt “a pleasant 
man who, without any important qualifi cations, would very 
much like to be president.” Many people wondered if some-
one who had enjoyed so pampered and sheltered a life as 
Roosevelt had was capable of appreciating the hardship that 
had befallen millions of Americans.

Silver Spoon
The new president was born into an old and rich, but some-
what decayed, New York family. Boyhood vacations were 
spent in Europe and at yachting resorts in Maine and Nova 
Scotia. He attended the most exclusive private schools and 
was adored and sheltered to the point of suffocation by his 
mother. When Roosevelt went to Harvard, Sara Roosevelt 
packed up and rented a house near the university so that she 
could keep an eye on her boy. FDR’s wife, Eleanor Roosevelt, 
was from the same tiny, exclusive social set; she, like Theo-
dore Roosevelt, was the president’s distant cousin. Even the 
immense charm with which Roosevelt ran his campaign—a 
jaunty air, toothy smile, and cheery small talk that came 
 easily—was the charm of a socialite.

And yet, from the moment FDR delivered his eloquent in-
augural address—the clouds over Washington parting on cue 
to let the sun through—it was obvious that he was a natural 
leader. From his first day as president, Roosevelt dominated 
center stage as his cousin Theodore had done thirty years 
earlier, and without the bluster. He held eighty-three press 
conferences in 1933, ninety-six in 1940. (Recent presidents 
have four or five a year.)

Chapter 41

Rearranging 
America
FDR and the New Deal 1933–1938

This generation of Americans has a rendezvous with destiny.
—Franklin D. Roosevelt

Mother, May I Have my Allowance?
Unless holding public office counts, FDR never had a job. He 
paid his bills from a cash allowance given him each month 
by his mother, Sara Roosevelt, until she died in 1941 when 
Roosevelt was almost 60 and president of the United States 
for two full terms. 
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Where Teddy had been liked and hated, Franklin Roosevelt 
was loved and hated. Poor sharecroppers, white and black, 
and African Americans living in big cities tacked his photo-
graph to the wall next to prints of Christ in Gethsemane and 
named their children for him. Few other presidents, however, 
have been so passionately hated as FDR was. It was said that 
some of the nation’s wealthiest people could not bear to pro-
nounce his name. They referred to him through clenched 

teeth as “that man in the White House” and as a “traitor to 
his class.”

Roosevelt’s Contribution
Roosevelt’s self-confi dence refl ected a less-attractive aspect of 
his personality. Probably due in part to the adoration of his 
mother, he was the center of the universe in which he lived. 
“He was the coldest man I ever met,” his successor Harry S.  

Roosevelt was charming one on one, 
Svengali-like in his ability to dazzle 
people. He was a virtuoso in his 
understanding of the political use 
of the radio, and the last American 
president to have been an orator in 
the great tradition. In the peculiar 
accent of the Eastern patrician 
(not British but unlike any other 
American inflection), he spoke with 
dramatic dignity which, he assumed, 
was appropriate for the president of 
the United States. He was never cute, 
chummy, and “aw-shucks” in the 
manner that presidents since 1980 
have perfected.
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Truman said years later. “He didn’t give a damn personally 
for me or you or anyone else in the world.” There is plenty 
of evidence confi rm to Truman’s characterization. But FDR’s 
public persona was bubbling, buoyant, and ingratiating. His 
optimism was infectious. The mood in Washington changed 
overnight in March 1933.

Roosevelt was more than a charmer, more than an amoral 
manipulator. He was not afraid to make decisions. And, while 
he preferred to blame his enemies when his decisions went 
wrong, or let his aides take the blame for them—if he had to 
accept responsibility for his mistakes, he did.

He was decisive. A day after he was sworn in, he called 
Congress into special session for the purpose of enacting 
crisis legislation, and he declared a bank holiday. Calling on 
emergency presidential powers, he ordered all banks to close 
their doors temporarily in order to forestall additional fail-
ures. Although the bank holiday tied up people’s savings, the 
drama of his action won wide approval.

In 1933, Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. said privately 
that the president had “a second-class intellect.” That was 
true. Roosevelt never understood many of the complex eco-
nomic and social processes with which his administration 
had to grapple. He did not think it necessary that he should. 
He had professors at his command, the “brain trust,” and he 
was open to suggestions from every quarter.

No one cowed him. No one in his administration was so 
foolish as to try. He was the boss of a stable of headstrong, 
bickering intellectuals. He stroked their vanities when it 
suited his purposes, played one brain-truster against another 
as only a supreme egotist would, and yet, for a while, he re-
tained the loyalty of all, including those whose suggestions 
he ignored. Roosevelt never lacked talented advisers because 
he did not fear talent.

In the end, Roosevelt’s greatest strength was his flexibil-
ity. “The country needs bold, persistent experimentation,” 
he said. “It is common sense to take a method and try it. If 
it fails, admit it frankly and try another.” Roosevelt’s prag-
matism suited the American temperament far better than 
Hoover’s insistence on clinging to a tattered ideology did.

A Very Active First Lady
One of FDR’s greatest political assets was his remarkable wife 
Eleanor, the fi rst First Lady to lead an active public life of her 
own. Decades later, in the age of anything-goes journalism, 
it was revealed that her marriage to FDR had been shattered 
years earlier when she learned that her husband was having 
an affair with her friend and social secretary Lucy Mercer. 
Eleanor offered Franklin a divorce. He begged off; a divorced 
man had no political future in New York’s Democratic party, 
which depended on a big Catholic vote to win elections. 
 Eleanor agreed to stay on the condition that Lucy had to go 
and she did, or so Eleanor believed until after Franklin died.

Eleanor’s upbringing was as privileged as FDR’s but, un-
like his, her life was emotionally painful. She was unattract-
ive and awkward with an unpleasant shrill voice. She was 

Blueblood
Roosevelt’s bloodline was as “aristocratic” as they came 
in the United States. He was related to eleven previous 
presidents. (Only one of them, Martin Van Buren, was a 
Democrat.)

Franklin and Eleanor were utterly indifferent to the trappings 
of wealth. Having plenty of money and the entitlements it 
provided were as natural a part of their lives as breakfast. One 
rang a bell if one wanted a car; what else did people do when 
they were going out?

They were oblivious to their surroundings. The White House 
deteriorated so badly during their twelve-year occupancy 
that, in one visitor’s words, it resembled a dingy residential 
hotel. By 1945, when FDR died, the mansion was not only drab 
and dirty, it was also in danger of collapsing. FDR’s successor, 
Harry Truman, who had never lived in digs fancier than a 
middle-class house in Independence, Missouri, and was no 
high-lifer, had to move out of the White House while extensive 
structural repairs were made and the interior scrubbed, 
scraped, and painted.

Eleanor Roosevelt was in her thirties before she thought much about 
poor or struggling people other than as servants or charity cases. As 
First Lady, she sat down, unaffected and unpatronizing, as an equal 
with grimy coal miners, illiterate African American sharecroppers, 
and—in this photo—with a destitute woman collecting a basket of free 
food for her family.
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aware that she was an “ugly duckling,” merely tolerated in 
her exclusive social set. It caused something of a sensation 
among the New York gentility when the handsome, outgoing 
Franklin married her in 1905. He could have done so very 
much better! FDR’s mother tried so stridently to quash the 
match that she and Eleanor were never more than proper 
with one another.

Perhaps in part because her personal life was unhappy, 
 Eleanor (who bore five children) threw herself into the social 
and political causes that, with the twentieth century, were 
acceptable avocations for well-to-do women. Her political 
interests were a godsend to Franklin when, in 1921, a year 
after running for the vice presidency, he was paralyzed from 
the waist down by polio. He never walked again, except for 
a few steps he could manage for the sake of appearances by 
wearing heavy, painful leg braces, and one of his sons at his 
side poised to save him from falling.

Eleanor urged the stricken Roosevelt not to give up his po-
litical ambitions. She became his legs, his locomotive rather, 
tirelessly traveling, schmoozing with politicians, and filling 
in for her husband at less important political functions. She 
kept her political campaigning low key when FDR ran for 
governor of New York in 1928 and president for 1932. Not 
everyone was as tolerant of activist women as upper-class 
New Yorkers were. Indeed, FDR’s political enemies were as 
nasty in vilifying her as they were in their often ugly personal 
attacks on the president.

Eleanor provided FDR with more than a mobile alter 
ego. Where the president was indeed detached, Eleanor was 
compassionate, genuinely moved by the misery and injus-
tices suffered by the “forgotten” men and women on the bot-
tom of society. She interceded with her husband—nagged 
him—to appoint women to high government positions. She 
supported organized labor when FDR was trying to straddle 
the sensitive issue of unions. She made the grievances of 
African Americans a particular interest, persuading FDR to 
name blacks like educator Mary McLeod Bethune to govern-
ment posts. Much of the devotion of African Americans to 
FDR was earned not by his actions or sentiments—FDR was 
much more concerned with placating white racist southern 
Democrats—but by “that woman in the White House.” In 
1932, 70 percent of black voters voted against Roosevelt; in 
1936, 75 percent voted for him.

THE HUNDRED DAYS
Never before or since has the United States experienced such 
an avalanche of legislation as Congress enacted in the spring 
of 1933. By nature deliberate, Congress had been jolted by 
the economic crisis and by Roosevelt’s landslide election vic-
tory, which brought in big Democratic majorities in both 
Senate and House. Roosevelt’s legislative demands, new ones 
delivered to the Capitol almost daily, were enacted without 
serious debate. Some bills were passed without being read. 
During what became known as the Hundred Days, FDR 
might as well have been a dictator and Congress a gaggle of 

sycophants. Conservative congressmen simply shut up and 
slunk back into their chairs, unmanned by their own failure 
and the decisiveness of the Democrats.

Saving Banks and Farms
The most pressing problems in March 1933 were the immi-
nent collapse of the nation’s fi nancial system, foreclosures on 
farm and home mortgages, and the distress of the millions of 
unemployed workers.

Enacted during the “bank holiday,” the Emergency Bank-
ing Act eliminated the weakest banks merely by identifying 
them and letting them die. Responsibly managed banks in 
danger of folding were saved when the Federal Reserve Sys-
tem issued loans to them. When the government permitted 
banks to reopen, depositors concluded that they were safe, 
ceased to withdraw their money, and returned money they 
had taken home and hidden in the cellar. Roosevelt halted 
the drain on the nation’s gold reserve by forbidding the ex-
port of gold and, in April 1933, by taking the nation off the 
gold standard. No longer could paper dollars be redeemed 
in gold coin which was then hoarded. Instead, the value of 
money was based on the government’s word, and the price 
of gold frozen by law at $35 an ounce. (“Well, that’s the end 
of western civilization,” a Wall Street financier said.) Private 
ownership of gold coins was forbidden although that law was 
impossible to enforce totally.

The New Deal attempted to halt the dispossession of farm-
ers by establishing the Farm Credit Administration (FCA). 
The FCA refinanced mortgages for farmers who had missed 
payments. Another agency, the Home Owners’ Loan Corpo-
ration, provided money for town and city dwellers who were 
in danger of losing their homes.

Helping the Helpless
Nothing better illustrated the contrast between Hoover’s 
paralysis and Roosevelt’s fl exibility than the establishment 
of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA). 
Whereas Hoover had resisted federal relief measures on 
ideological grounds, the FERA quickly distributed $500 mil-
lion to states so that they could save or revive their exhausted 
programs for helping the desperately poor. The agency was 
headed by Harry Hopkins, an Iowan become New York so-
cial worker with a cigarette ever dangling from his lip and a 
fedora pushed back on his head.

Hopkins disliked handouts. He believed that people who 
were capable of working should be required to work in return 
for government assistance. It did not matter to him that the 
jobs they did were not particularly useful. His point was that 
government-funded jobs should not only get money into the 
hands of those who needed it to get by but also provide relief 
in a way that workers knew they had earned it. The aversion 
to taking charity permeated American society up to the level 
of big businessmen looting the treasury down to the level of 
wretched who could not eat without a handout.

Hopkins soon discovered that the depression had pro-
gressed so far that money had to be gotten out into the 
country more quickly than jobs earning something could 
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be invented. Putting his belief in work for pay into a desk 
drawer, he and FERA put up with extensive boondoggling 
and bureaucratic waste. FDR was pleased. He worried less 
about moral principles than he did about politics. FERA 
created hope where there had been despair and increased 
the popularity of the president and the New Deal.  Hopkins 
was so efficient Roosevelt soon made him one of his clos-
est advisors. In time, he would pick the one-time social 
worker tramping New York sidewalks to be his point man 
in secret discussions with Winston Churchill and Joseph 
Stalin.

Alphabet Soup: CCC, CWA, WPA
New federal bureaucracies (and speaking in initials) were the 
order of the day. With an initial appropriation of $500 million, 
the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) employed 274,375 
young men between the ages of 17 and 25 in 1,300 camps. 
By 1935, CCC workers numbered 502,000 in 2,514 camps. 
Before the corps was phased out, 2.9 million people served in 
it. About 10 percent of them were African American, almost 
equal to the proportion of blacks in the population.

Signed on for six-month enlistments and organized into 
crews, CCC workers reforested land that had been raped by 
cut-and-run lumbermen and undertook other conserva-
tion projects in national parks and forests. The CCC built 
46,854 bridges, 318,076 small check dams, 3,116 fire look-
outs, 87,500 miles of fence, and 33,087 miles of terracing to 
reduce soil erosion.

Workers were paid $30 a month of which they were re-
quired to send $22–$25 home to their families. The CCC 
provided bed and board and the satisfaction of earning 
their keep and helping their families: The CCC was one of 
the New Deal’s most popular programs both because of its 
achievements—visitors to National Forests and National 
Parks today still hike on CCC-built trails and sleep in CCC 
shelters—and because it provided city boys an opportunity 
to breathe fresh air in the woods and mountains. Some crit-
ics sniped at its quasimilitary discipline (the army ran the 
program), but few paid attention to them.

The Civil Works Administration (CWA), which Harry 
Hopkins took over in November 1933, put 4 million 

Few people had a bad word for the 
Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). 
It was popular with those who served 
in it—to whom it gave work—and 
all but the most passionate Roosevelt 
haters regarded it as a constructive, 
valuable program. The CCC provided 
decently paid jobs for young men 
who, without them, could have idled 
on street corners or worse. Most of 
the work was “in the woods,” always 
dear to American hearts, in National 
Parks and Forests. CCC workers 
were required to send most of their 
paychecks to their families: their 
wives or, more often—it was a young 
man’s job—their parents. Although 
some, not all, CCC crews were 
segregated by race, blacks, Mexican-
Americans, and Indians were actively 
recruited and paid the same as white 
workers.
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Repeal
The repeal of the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution—
Prohibition—might be listed as one of the New Deal’s relief 
measures. On March 13, 1933, FDR called for the legalization of 
weak beer. When the Twenty-First Amendment (repealing the 
Eighteenth) was ratified in December, most states legalized 
more potent waters.

Many people looked on the privilege of buying a legal drink 
as relief. An Appalachian song praising Roosevelt singled out 
repeal as his greatest achievement: “Since Roosevelt’s been 
elected, moonshine liquor’s been corrected. We’ve got legal 
wine, whiskey, beer, and gin.” Breweries and distilleries 
were up and running as if they had never been closed. (Some 
had not.) Winemakers, most of whom had torn out their vines 
and planted fruit trees, needed several years to recover.



 unemployed to work within a few months. The CWA built 
roads, constructed public buildings—many post offices, city 
halls, and recreational facilities still in use today—and taught 
in bankrupt school systems. When the CWA spent more than 
$1 billion in five months, FDR shuddered and called a halt to 
the program. But private investors would not or could not 
take up the slack, and the unemployment rate threatened to 
rise again. In May 1935, the president returned to Congress 
to establish the Works Progress Administration (WPA) and 
called on Harry Hopkins to run it.

The WPA broadened the CWA’s program. In addition 
to construction, the agency hired artists to paint murals 
in public buildings and organized actors into troupes that 
brought theater to people who never had seen a play. WPA 
photographers created a treasury of Americana, taking 
77,000 pictures. The Writer’s Program, with John Cheever as 
editor and other soon to be distinguished contributors such 
as Saul Bellow, Ralph Ellison, and Richard Wright, as well 
as hundreds of writers of no fame who, nevertheless, liked 
to eat, wrote guidebooks to each of the 48 states. Several of 
them are still regarded as models of the genre. In the South, 
the WPA dispatched workers to collect the reminiscences of 
old folks who remembered having been slaves. There were 
not many still alive, but ten years down the line there would 
have been none. The “Slave Narratives” were and are a pre-
cious historical treasure. By 1943, when the WPA was liqui-
dated, it had spent more than $11 billion and employed 8.5 
million people. The National Youth Administration, part of 
the WPA, provided jobs for 2 million high school and col-
lege students.

The NRA
The New Deal’s relief programs were successful. Direct bene-
fi ts reached only a fraction of the country’s hardship cases, but 
they were usually the worst off. Moreover, the government’s 
mere willingness to act was a morale booster. To many New 
Dealers, however, relief was just a stopgap.  Fermenting with 
ideas, dozens of men—only two women, Eleanor  Roosevelt 
and Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins, had access to FDR—
wanted to put the government to work stimulating and shap-
ing economic recovery. In this, they were less effective.

The National Recovery Administration (NRA), was a bold 
and controversial attempt to bring order and prosperity 
to the shattered economy. It was headed by General Hugh 
Johnson, something of a blowhard but also an inexhaustible 
organizer and cheerleader. A one-time Bull Moose Progres-
sive, he believed zealously, like Theodore Roosevelt, that the 
economy should be ordered.

Johnson supervised the preparation of codes for each basic 
industry and, before long, some less-than-basic industries, 
too. NRA codes set minimum standards of quality for prod-
ucts and services, fair prices at which they were to be sold, 
and the wages, hours, and conditions under which employees 
worked. Section 7(a) of the act creating the NRA was path-
breaking in the area of labor relations: It required compa-
nies that signed the codes that benefited them in numerous 
ways to bargain collectively with their workers through labor 
unions when a majority of their employees selected a union.

The NRA was designed to eliminate waste, inefficiency, 
and, most of all, destructive competition—the goal of 

For a year, popular enthusiasm for 
the NRA bordered on the hysterical. 
NRA “happenings” like this one—
“bathing beauties” submitting to 
being stenciled with the NRA logo, 
the “Blue Eagle” so that when they 
tanned in the sun, they would have a 
pale eagle to show off—were staged 
by NRA propagandists, but the 
popular enthusiasm for the program 
was genuine. NRA head Hugh 
Johnson was a promoter without 
equal—an evangelist. For a year, 
the NRA seemed to many a panacea 
that would put an end to “Old 
Man Depression.” Then, however, 
Johnson’s excesses, the president’s 
second thoughts, and—most 
important—the Supreme Court’s 
ruling it was unconstitutional, killed 
the NRA and left few mourners.
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 industrial consolidators since John D. Rockefeller. In mak-
ing the federal government the referee among competing 
companies and between employers and employees, the NRA 
was the legatee of Theodore Roosevelt’s New Nationalism 
and the policies of the Wilson administration during World 
War I. The differences were that it was peacetime; the NRA 
codes were compulsory; and they were intended to be per-
manent. A business was bound to its industry’s code not by 
Herbert Hoover’s moral suasion, but by the force of law.

Critics of the NRA, including some within the New Deal, 
likened it to the fascist system that had been created in Italy by 
Benito Mussolini after 1922. The criticism was not out in left 
field, but it was unfair. Mussolini suppressed free labor unions; 
the NRA gave them a role in making industrial policy.

More to the point was the criticism that Blue Eagle func-
tionaries (the NRA’s symbol was a stylized blue eagle) some-
times went ridiculously far in their codes. Hugh Johnson 
was code crazy; he wanted to regiment peripheral and even 
trivial businesses. There was a code for the burlesque “indus-
try” that specified how many strippers were to undress per 
performance, what vestments they were to discard, and the 
quality of the tassels and G-strings. They still had most at the 
end of the night. Had prostitution been legal in the United 
States, Johnson would have risen to even greater heights.

Such extremes were made possible by the enthusiasm, 
almost a frenzy, with which, at first, Americans took to the 
NRA. Rooted on by the bombastic Johnson, 200,000 people 
marched in an NRA parade in New York carrying banners 
emblazoned with the NRA motto, “We Do Our Part.” The 
Blue Eagle was painted on factory walls, pasted on shop win-
dows, and adopted as a motif by university marching bands.

Briefly, Hugh Johnson seemed as popular as Roosevelt 
himself. He was certainly more conspicuous. Johnson 
stormed noisily about the country, publicly castigating as 
“chiselers” businessmen who did not meekly fall into line. 
Apparently, he inherited his style from his feisty mother. At 
an NRA rally in Tulsa, she said that “people had better obey 
the NRA because my son will enforce it like lightning, and 
you can never tell when lightning will strike.”

FAILURES AND SUCCESSES
The New Deal suffered serious setbacks in the Supreme 
Court. The justices were quite conservative: Seven of the nine 
justices had been appointed by the Republican presidents 
Taft, Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover. The “nine old men,” as 
FDR was to denounce them, had no sympathy for the New 
Deal’s fundamental reforms of the relationship between gov-
ernment and the economy. They declared a law regulating 
railroad fi nances and the NRA unconstitutional in 1935 and 
the Agricultural Adjustment Act—the foundation of FDR’s 
farm policy—invalid in 1936.

Death of the Blue Eagle
The NRA was killed by a suit brought by a small company 
that slaughtered chickens for the kosher kitchens of  observant 

Jews. The Schechter brothers, owners of the company, argued 
that the sanitary standards mandated by the NRA were in-
compatible with the ritual requirements of kosher slaughter 
and that the code represented unjustifi able federal interfer-
ence in intrastate commerce. (Their business was almost en-
tirely within New York state.) In 1935, the Supreme Court 
ruled unanimously that the Schechters were right: The NRA 
was unconstitutional.

There was little fuss. Popular enthusiasm for the NRA 
had cooled. Although he did not say so publicly, FDR was 
not displeased to see the Blue Eagle (and Hugh Johnson!) 
go. Congress moved promptly after the Court’s decision to 
salvage the one provision of the NRA that still commanded 
widespread support, Section 7(a). In the Wagner Labor Rela-
tions Act of 1935, Congress reinstated the requirement that 
employers recognize and negotiate with labor unions that 
had the support of a majority of the company’s employees. 
The Wagner Act went further than the NRA by setting up the 
National Labor Relations Board to investigate unfair labor 
practices and to issue cease and desist orders to employers 
found guilty of them.

The Regulated Society
Regulatory agencies are supposed to be watchdogs. For 
example, the Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) regulates 
the movement of goods and people across state lines, 
assigning rights over certain routes to trucking companies, 
setting maximum rates, and settling differences. The Federal 
Communications Commission (FCC) keeps an eye on radio 
and television broadcasters. Today, fifty-five major regulatory 
commissions in the United States government turn out 77,000 
pages of decisions and rules each year.

Farm Policy
Another salvage operation preserved parts of the Agricul-
tural Adjustment Act. Enacted during the Hundred Days, 
the Agricultural Adjustment Act established the Agricultural 
Adjustment Administration (AAA) to enforce the principle 
of parity, for which farmers’ organizations had agitated 
throughout the 1920s.

In effect, parity meant increasing farm income so that it 
provided farm families the same standard of living they had 
enjoyed during the prosperous years of 1909 to 1914. This 
meant raising the prices at which farmers sold the crops and 
the livestock they raised. The AAA accomplished this by re-
stricting farm production. Growers of wheat, corn, cotton, to-
bacco, rice, and hogs were paid government subsidies to take 
some of their land out of production. The costs of this expen-
sive program ($100 million was paid to cotton farmers in one 
year) were borne by a tax on processors—millers, refiners, 
butchers, and packagers—which were, of course, passed on to 
consumers in higher food, clothing, and tobacco prices.



Because the 1933 crop was already in the ground when 
the AAA was enacted, some of it was ordered destroyed. “Kill 
every third pig and plow every third row under,” Secretary 
of Agriculture Henry A. Wallace said. People were repelled 
by the slaughter of 6 million hogs and 220,000 pregnant 
sows. Others wondered why food was being destroyed when 
millions were hungry. (Actually, 100 million pounds of the 
prematurely harvested pork was diverted to relief agencies 
and charities.) Economically, however, the AAA worked; the 
income of hog growers began to rise immediately.

Fully a quarter of the 1933 cotton crop was plowed 
under and the fields left fallow. Unfortunately, because 
cotton farmers tended those fields still under cultivation 
more intensely, production actually rose in 1933. It took 
two years for cotton (and wheat and corn) prices to rise 
by 50 percent.

A less desirable consequence of the AAA was to throw 
people off the land. Landlords dispossessed tenant farmers in 
order to collect the subsidies fallow land would earn without 
the headaches of actual farming. Between 1932 and 1935, 3 
million American farmers lost their livelihood. Most of them 
were dirt-poor black and white tenants in the South.

Electricity: REA and TVA
New Dealers were devoted to the AAA. Its rejection by the 
Supreme Court was a far more serious blow than the death 
of the Blue Eagle. The Democrats in Congress salvaged what 
they could. In the Soil Conservation and Domestic Allot-
ment Act (1936), parity and limitation of production were 
restored under the guise of conserving soil.

More worrying was the fear that, piece by piece, the Su-
preme Court would dismantle the entire New Deal. Roosevelt’s 

Café Society

Very rich Americans lost plenty of paper wealth in the stock 
market crash, but they were still plenty rich. During the 
first years of the New Deal, however, with popular opinion 
hostile to rather than awed by “high society,” the day of old-
style conspicuous consumption seemed to be gone forever. 
By 1935, a new kind of social whirl had emerged.

“Café society” centered around posh former speakeasies 
that had come above ground as restaurants and nightclubs. 
There one sat, dined on mediocre overpriced food, chatted, 
and danced, seeing and being seen. In New York City, the 
capital of café society, the chic clubs were El  Morocco, the 
Stork Club, and “21.”

Before long, ordinary Americans were as dazzled by the 
“rich, young, and beautiful” café set as they had been by 
yachts, fifty-room Newport “cottages,” and private rail-
road cars. Whom Alfred Gwynne Vanderbilt was dating 
was breathlessly reported in nationally syndicated “so-
ciety columns” by hangers-on like Walter Winchell and 
“Cholly Knickerbocker.” Lowly as their origins were, they 
were welcome in café society because they were publicists. 
It was now news if the heiress to a coal and iron fortune 
dropped in at El Morocco and danced the rhumba with 
her “agile husband.” It was even better news when agile 
hubbies danced the rhumba with willowy Brazilian beau-
ties who were not their wives.

Debutantes (or debs), young women who were “coming 
out” when in fact they had been lounging around night 
clubs since they were 15, were the queens of café society. 
The leading deb of 1937 was Gloria “Mimi” Baker, whose 
mother replied to someone who called her a decadent 
aristocrat: “Why Mimi is the most democratic person, bar 
none, I’ve ever known.” Café society actually was demo-
cratic in ways that the rich of the Roaring Twenties or 
Gilded Age could not have imagined. Because status was 

based on beauty, on what passed for wit (there was little 
of it), and simply on being well known, the café set freely 
admitted movie stars, athletes, and celebrated musicians. 
International “playboys” jumped at the opportunity to 
do more than be photographed at night clubs they could 
not afford, and therein lay the great morality play of the 
1930s.

Barbara Hutton, who had to endure torturous diets 
to keep her weight down, was sole heiress to $45 mil-
lion made in very small increments in the five-and-tens 
of F. W. Woolworth. In 1933, she married Alexis Mdivani, 
who claimed to be a Russian prince dispossessed of his an-
cestral holdings by the communists. Immediately after the 
couple exchanged vows, Mdivani began to make Barbara 
miserable, railing day and night at her weight problem. 
Drawing on the $1 million that Barbara’s father had given 
him as a wedding present, the prince spent much of his 
time with other women. In 1935, Barbara won Mdivani’s 
consent to a divorce by paying him $2 million more.

She then married a Danish count, Kurt von Haugwitz-
Reventlow. Hutton showered the playboy with gifts, includ-
ing a $4.5 million mansion in London. They were divorced 
in 1937. The same photographers who snapped pictures 
of laughing, dancing debutantes at the Stork Club rushed 
to get shots of tearful Barbara Hutton, the “poor little rich 
girl.”

Some who pored over the pathetic pictures pretended 
sympathy. “She’s made mistakes,” wrote columnist Adela 
Rogers St. Johns, “been a silly, wild, foolish girl, given in 
to temptations—but she’s still our own . . . an American 
girl fighting alone across the sea.” Others did not disguise 
the pleasure they took in her self-inflicted misery. “Why 
do they hate me?” Barbara asked. “There are other girls as 
rich, richer, almost as rich.”

How They Lived
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 supporters were particularly worried about the Tennessee 
Valley Authority (TVA), created in 1933 and the Rural Electri-
fication Administration (REA) of 1935. Old Bull Moose Pro-
gressives, now New Dealers, had long dreamed—they could 
do little but dream during the conservative 1920s—of such 
exercises in government planning that would bring benefits 
to impoverished people whom private enterprise ignored.

Cities and towns were electrified by 1933, but not much 
of the countryside. Power companies could reach tens of 
thousands of paying customers by stringing a mile of wire in 
urban areas, but they could not afford to incur the same fixed 
costs in rural areas where there might be a dozen houses (or 
none at all) on a mile of road. The REA loaned the entire cost 
of electrifying the countryside to power companies (favor-
ing publicly owned companies over private companies when 
there was a choice) at just 3 percent interest payable over 
twenty years. At such rates, even twelve households on a mile 
of wire paying electric bills returned a profit.

The REA was a nationwide program. Farms in rural New 
England were no more likely to be electrified in 1933 than 
ranches in Wyoming. (When Calvin Coolidge was sworn in 
as president at his father’s home in Vermont in 1923, it was by 
the light of a kerosene lantern.) The TVA was regional, lim-
ited to the banks of the Tennessee River that rises in  Virginia, 
loops through Tennessee and northern Alabama, and flows 
north through Kentucky to the Ohio River. The  project 
encompassed much more than electric lights and toast-
ers. It promised a systematic, comprehensive, far- reaching 
economic reconstruction of one of the poorest regions in 
 America: jobs in a massive construction project, electrifica-
tion, flood control (the Tennessee was a killer river), manu-
facturing where there was none, and social planning.

The TVA was the longtime darling of George Norris, a 
 Republican senator from Nebraska (an Independent in 1936). 
Norris had fastened on southern Appalachia as a laboratory 
for an unprecedented experiment in economic and social 
planning. The Tennessee River Valley was so poor much of 
its length that it would be impossible for the government to 
make things worse than they were.

The TVA was to construct a series of dams both to control 
the annual floods and to generate electricity. Appalachia’s 
“hillbillies,” plagued by poor health and ignorance, would 
enjoy the comforts of the twentieth century. The electric-
ity would power factories, especially for the manufacture of 
fertilizers, which would provide jobs for people who liter-
ally lived hand to mouth. Although not much was made of 
it during the 1930s, the lakes behind the dams on the river 
would be recreational centers.

Norris also argued that by generating electricity itself, the 
government would be able to determine the fairness of the 
prices private companies elsewhere charged their customers. 
Until the 1930s, the actual cost of generating electrical power 
was a mystery outside of the industry.

During the 1920s, Henry Ford had tried to buy key sites on 
the Tennessee River from the government, notably Muscle 
Shoals, a tumultuous rapids, in order to build a privately 
owned power plant. Norris fought Ford off in Congress, ar-
guing that the Tennessee Valley provided too good a testing 

ground for regional planning to give it to one of the country’s 
richest men so that he could get richer. Had the corrupt gov-
ernment giveaway of its oil reserves at Teapot Dome not been 
exposed during the debate over the Tennessee  Valley, Ford 
would likely have gotten Muscle Shoals. However,  Norris and 
his allies were unable to implement government develop-
ment of the region until Roosevelt’s election.

“Creeping Socialism”
Fiscal conservatives were appalled by the astronomical ex-
penditures of the New Deal. With a good-humored wit 
he should have exhibited when he was president, Herbert 
Hoover spoke of the decimal point in the government’s debts 
“wandering around among the regimented ciphers trying to 
fi nd some of the old places it used to know.”

Republicans and some southern Democrats assailed REA 
and the TVA as socialistic. Big business, which had been happy 
enough with FDR’s banking reforms and the NRA, funded a 
political offensive against New Deal programs that put the 
government into the production and distribution of electrical 
power. As early as 1934, bankers and big businessmen founded 
the American Liberty League, accusing Roosevelt of trying to 
destroy free enterprise and set up a socialist dictatorship.

Most Liberty Leaguers were Coolidge-Mellon Republi-
cans, but they were joined by a few prominent Democrats, 
including two of the party’s presidential nominees, John W. 
Davis and Alfred E. Smith. Davis was a corporation lawyer; 
he found the Liberty League Company familiar. Smith, how-
ever, who had tapped FDR to be his successor as governor of 
New York, had been a reformer during the 1910s and 1920s. 
Bitter that Roosevelt’s nomination in 1932 ended his politi-
cal career before he was 60, he had fallen in with bankers and 
businessmen of whom he had once been critical.

Combating the Liberty Leaguers was like swatting flies for 
Roosevelt. Ordinary Americans generally remained wary of big 
businessmen throughout the 1930s. FDR labeled the Leaguers 
“economic royalists.” They never had a popular following.

The Supreme Court was another matter, a serious threat 
to the New Deal. Making one of his rare political miscalcula-
tions, Roosevelt proposed saving the New Deal by adding to 
the Court new justices who would endorse his reforms. The 
reaction to the “court packing” plan was almost universally 
hostile. The New Deal remained popular, but Roosevelt’s 
scheme smelled of tampering with the Constitution to win 
a political contest. Roosevelt quickly retreated. The crisis 
passed when the Court approved several New Deal reforms 
that had been thought vulnerable. Then Father Time lent 
a hand; beginning in 1937, retirements and deaths enabled 
FDR to create a pro-New Deal majority on the Court with-
out tampering with it size. When Roosevelt died in 1945, 
eight of the nine justices were his appointees.

POPULIST SPELLBINDERS
FDR made his court-packing proposal in 1937. He may have 
been overconfi dent because he had won reelection so eas-
ily in 1936, carrying every state except Maine and Vermont. 



Oddly enough, none of his political strategists, including 
the canny Postmaster General James A. Farley, anticipated a 
landslide until well along in the campaign. They were seri-
ously worried that FDR was going to lose.

The problem was a trio of charismatic critics of the presi-
dent who built up large personal followings among the people 
on whose votes FDR counted. If the three joined forces—and 
the possibility was discussed—the third party they formed 
would not itself win the election, but it might well hand the 
presidency back to the Republicans.

Father Coughlin
Charles E. Coughlin, a Catholic priest in suburban Detroit, 
had broadcast a weekly religious program on the radio since 
1926. With a mellow baritone voice and a hint of Scots in his 
accent (he was born and raised in Canada) Coughlin had a 
large Catholic audience even before the depression turned 
his interests toward politics. He condemned Hoover and en-
dorsed FDR in 1932. The next year, he told his listeners that 
“the New Deal is Christ’s deal.”

Within a year, however, Coughlin had soured on  Roosevelt’s 
financial policy. Like many populists before and since, Father 
Coughlin believed that the manipulation of the money sup-
ply by sinister “international bankers” underlay the economic 
suffering of the common people and a good deal more that 
was wrong with the world. The argument has always been so 
technical that it can attract a mass following only because, im-
plicitly or explicitly, it has drawn on a deeply rooted prejudice: 
anti-Semitism. International bankers meant the Rothschild 
family, which was code for “the Jews.” By the end of 1934, in-
veighing against the Federal Reserve System, Coughlin had an 
estimated weekly audience of 10 million.

What worried the Democratic party’s vote counter, Jim 
Farley, himself Catholic, was that most of Coughlin’s devo-
tees were big city Roman Catholics in the northeastern and 
midwestern industrial states with big blocs of electoral votes. 
The Democrats needed to win those states.

Dr. Townsend
Dr. Francis E. Townsend of California stumbled on a pana-
cea—a cure-all—that attracted millions of people. Townsend 
had been a rather mild retired physician, a different type than 
the high-voltage Coughlin, and his following was drawn 
from entirely different social groups. The core of Townsend’s 
support—1.5 million members of 7,000 Townsend Clubs by 
1936—were elderly people, mostly Protestant, and mostly 
middle class, or formerly middle class.

The Townsend plan, which the doctor expounded tire-
lessly at rallies and on radio, was an old age pension plan 
that, Townsend argued, would quickly end the depression 
and then sustain prosperity. Unlike Coughlin’s convoluted 
vision of reality, the Townsend plan was stunningly simple. 
The federal government would pay a monthly pension of 
$200—a great deal of money in the 1930s—to every person 
over 60 years of age, with two conditions attached.

First, the pensioners would be forbidden to hold jobs. Sec-
ond, they were obligated to spend every cent of their $200 
within the month they received it. Thus, Townsend said, his 

plan would not only provide security for the elderly, it would 
also reinvigorate the economy, creating jobs for young men 
and women making the things and performing the services 
that the old folks were buying.

Economists shook their heads. The Townsend plan was 
not financially plausible; it could not be funded and it would 
not work anyway. When FDR ignored Townsend, the doctor 
retaliated. He condemned the president and began discuss-
ing the possibility of a third party with disciples of Father 
Coughlin and agents of a third spellbinder who was already 
a political power among yet another social group: poor and 
modestly fixed white southerners.

The Kingfish
Huey P. Long grew up among struggling white farmers in 
northern Louisiana. He educated himself as a lawyer and 
clawed his way up in state politics as a colorful populistic 
sweating stump orator baiting the railroad and oil industry 
elites who ran the state. Unlike most southern demagogues, 
Long avoided race baiting. He never questioned segregation 
laws—to have done so in the South was political death—but 
he refused to fall back on “nigger baiting” to win votes. In-
deed, Long won the votes of many of the Louisiana blacks 
(mostly in New Orleans) who had held onto the franchise. 
Unlike other southern populists, Long improved social ser-
vices for African Americans as well as for white people.

As governor of Louisiana between 1928 and 1932, Long 
built roads and hospitals, provided free textbooks and lunches 
for schoolchildren, benefits almost unknown elsewhere in 
the South and not universal in the North. He was a clown; he 
called himself “the Kingfish” after a character on the popular 
radio program Amos ’n’ Andy. Picking up a megaphone, he 
led cheers at Louisiana State University football games (and 
personally fired the football coach when LSU lost a game 
Huey thought should have been won).

He was also ruthless. He bribed and even strong-armed 
state legislators who threatened to vote against him. He was 
boorish, a drunk who ate off other people’s plates at restau-
rants and summoned his aides at four o’clock in the morn-
ing. He was neurotic: He recoiled violently when people 
touched him without warning, and he spent most nights in 
hotels well guarded by the state police, changing his address 
often and suddenly. (It would be going too far to call him 
paranoid: Some of his enemies called openly for his assas-
sination and organized a kind of SWAT team complete with 
machine guns and spoke of storming the state capital.)

He was popular not only in Louisiana but also throughout 
the South and Midwest, and he intended to run against FDR in 
1936 on a platform called “Share the Wealth” or “Every Man a 
King.” Long said he would confiscate, through taxation, every 
dollar of individual annual incomes in excess of $1 million. To 
people buying food on credit, it was an appealing program.

FDR had good reason to fear Long’s presidential candidacy. 
He would likely carry at least some of the southern states that 
the Democrats assumed were in their column. If Townsend 
and Coughlin supported him, which they were likely to do, 
he might win over enough Democratic voters outside the 
South to give other electoral votes to the Republicans.

POPULIST SPELLBINDERS 683
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Co-optation and Murder
Roosevelt’s response to the threat of the three spellbind-
ers was to co-opt them. He undercut Coughlin’s mon-
etary monomania by making moderate reforms. To steal 
Townsend’s thunder, he sponsored the Social Security Act 
of 1935. The pensions it paid the elderly were peanuts com-
pared to the $200 per month the Townsendites wanted. But 
the monthly social security checks that were in the mail be-
fore the election were real and, when all but the most zealous 
Townsendites calmed down, the doctor’s promises seemed 
as unlikely as the promise of winning a lottery. Thanks to 
FDR and the New Deal, for the fi rst time the United States 
government assumed responsibility for helping people too 
old to work.

In 1935, to co-opt Huey Long’s Share the Wealth program, 
Roosevelt and Congress revised the income tax law. The rates 
paid by the well-to-do were radically increased, up to a much 
publicized 90 percent for those with the highest incomes. 
The 90 percent rate was largely show: Loopholes in the com-
plex tax law meant that only a handful of people ever paid 
anything approaching that percentage, but it sounded as if it 
were as confiscatory as Long’s proposals.

In the end, it was a historical accident that ensured FDR’s 
landslide victory in 1936. In September 1935, Huey Long 
was shot down in the Louisiana Capitol by a young man who 
hated him, not for political but for personal reasons. Long 
had ruined the career of a member of his family. (The assas-
sin died immediately; half a dozen Long bodyguards emp-
tied their revolvers into his body.)

The Republican candidate in 1936 was Governor Alf 
Landon of Kansas. He was no Liberty Leaguer but a per-
sonally likable and moderately progressive midwesterner. 
His assignment, to defeat FDR, was impossible. Straining 
to come up with an issue on which to differ with the presi-
dent, Landon unwisely settled on social security pensions, 
calling them an “unjust, unworkable, and a cruel hoax.” So-
cial security was popular. Support for the Townsend plan 
evaporated. Father Coughlin continued to have a follow-
ing, although it declined in size. The “radio priest” became 
increasingly and more openly anti-Semitic, praising Adolf 
Hitler and the Nazis. When World War II began, his bishop 
(who had previously encouraged Coughlin) took him off 
the radio.

THE LEGACY OF THE NEW DEAL
Even before the 1936 election, the character of the New Deal 
underwent a signifi cant change. In 1933, FDR thought of his 
program as a new deal for everyone. He believed, with some 
justifi cation, that the Hundred Days legislation saved Ameri-
can capitalism. He felt betrayed when big business, instead of 
recognizing his services, vilifi ed him.

In 1935, threatened by the populist spellbinders and encour-
aged by Eleanor, FDR accepted his role as the president of the 
people on the bottom. In his break with “the classes” and em-
brace of “the masses,” FDR made the New Deal era a period of 
American history ranking in significance with the age of the 
War for Independence and the era of the Civil War.

Black Democrats
If Roosevelt emphasized the problems of the disadvantaged 
after 1936, he deftly avoided taking up the unique  disadvantages 
African Americans suffered because of the color line. This was 
a conscious political decision. FDR was a lifelong Democrat. 

African Americans who migrated from the South to northern states 
found there were no legal obstacles to exercising the right to vote. Just 
as significant, where the Democratic party had been the party of white 
supremacy in the South (and remained so until late in the twentieth 
century), to northern blacks the Democratic party as the party of the 
New Deal and Democratic politicians, not Republicans, courted them. 
Within a few years, the black vote converted from, overwhelmingly, the 
“party of Lincoln” to, overwhelmingly, the “party of FDR.”
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Well-Funded
In 1934, radical novelist Upton Sinclair won the Democratic 
party’s nomination for governor of California by proposing 
a comprehensive social welfare program known as EPIC, 
“End Poverty in California.” FDR was not happy about the 
emergence of another spellbinder pulling him in a direction 
he might not want to go. He sat out Sinclair’s campaign while 
the Republicans spent $4 million to defeat Sinclair. In 1932, 
the Republicans had spent only $3 million nationwide in the 
campaign to reelect President Hoover.



In national elections, the Democratic party depended on the 
Solid South, the former slave states that, with rare exception, 
sent solidly Democratic delegations to Congress and delivered 
all their electoral votes to the Democratic party.

The southern Democratic party was racist, unabashedly 
committed to white supremacy and Jim Crow segregation. 
Even after many southern congressmen abandoned the New 
Deal after 1936, Roosevelt concluded that he dare not at-
tack racial discrimination in any significant way. He refused 
even to endorse a federal anti-lynching bill that a majority 
of southerners supported; and he accepted segregation by 
race in work gangs on federal building projects like the TVA. 
Roosevelt did, however, resist Southern Democratic demands 
that African Americans working for the government be paid 
less than whites doing the same jobs.

Nevertheless, New Deal programs benefited African Amer-
icans simply because a large majority of them were poor. 
Black people moved into more than a third of new housing 
units constructed by the federal government and they shared 
proportionately in relief and public works projects. As a re-
sult, there was a revolution in African American voting pat-
terns. In 1932, about 75 percent of black voters were loyal 
Republicans. They still thought of the GOP as the party of 
Lincoln and emancipation and of Republican congressmen 
as the chief supporters of anti-lynching bills. The only Afri-
can American congressman in 1932 was a Republican, Oscar 
De Priest of Chicago.

By 1936, more than 75 percent of African American voters 
were Democrats. Even De Priest was defeated by a black New 

Dealer—and the trend continued for 40 years until blacks 
were more than 90 percent Democratic.

The Growth of the Unions
During the fi rst years of the New Deal, Roosevelt was wary of 
organized labor. Left to his personal predilections, he would 
have stayed neutral in labor disputes. However, when mili-
tant unionists like John L. Lewis of the coal miners (a lifelong 
Republican) and Sidney Hillman and David Dubinsky of the 
large needle-trades unions made it clear they would throw 
their infl uence behind the president only in return for ad-
ministration support, Roosevelt gave in. Lewis raised $1 mil-
lion for the president’s 1936 election campaign, insisting that 
Roosevelt be photographed accepting the check from him. 
Within a month, the photograph was reproduced on thou-
sands of posters with the message: “The President Wants You 
to Join the Union.”

FDR disliked Lewis—a lot of people did—but he gave 
 Sidney Hillman unlimited access to him. He valued  Hillman’s 
advice and counted on him to keep organized labor friendly. 
FDR’s stock answer to questions of policy in which the unions 
had an interest was: “Clear it with Sidney.”

Lewis, Dubinsky, and Hillman were leaders of the Com-
mittee on Industrial Organization which, after the Wagner 
Act of 1935, guaranteed employees the right to be represented 
by unions and launched massive organizing campaigns in 
basic industries: coal, steel, rubber, electricity, automobiles. 
At first a faction within the American Federation of Labor, 
the CIO, left the AFL in 1937 renaming itself the Congress of 
Industrial Organizations (CIO).

The CIO’s organizational campaigns won members in as-
tonishing numbers. The parent organization of the United 
Steel Workers was founded in 1936. By May 1937, it had 
325,000 members. The United States Steel Corporation, the 
nerve center of anti-unionism in the industry, recognized the 
union as bargaining agent without a strike.

The United Automobile Workers enlisted 370,000 mem-
bers in a little more than a year. The story was similar among 
workers in the rubber, glass, lumber, aluminum, electrical 
products, coal mining, the needle trades, and even textiles. 
“The union” came to have a mystical significance in the lives 
of many workers. Workers fought for the right to wear union 
buttons on the job. The union card became a certificate of 
honor. Old hymns were reworded to promote the cause. Pro-
fessional singers like Woody Guthrie, Pete Seeger, and Burl 
Ives lent their talents to organizing campaigns. In 1933, fewer 
than 3 million  American workers belonged to a union. In 
1940, 8.5 million did; in 1941, 10.5 million.

Labor Wars
Not every employer responded so sensibly to its unionized em-
ployees as United States Steel did. Tom Girdler of Republic Steel 
called the CIO “irresponsible, racketeering, violent, commu-
nistic” and threatened to crush the union with armed force. In 
this heated atmosphere occurred the “Memorial Day  Massacre” 
of 1937, so called because Chicago police attacked a crowd of 
union members, killing ten and injuring about a hundred.

Sit-down strikers, who not only shut factories down by refusing to 
work, but then occupied them and refused to leave, celebrate a victory. 
The sit-down strikes made New Dealers nervous. It was obviously 
against the law to seize private property. However, union workers 
were solidly Democratic. Neither President Roosevelt nor Democratic 
governors could consider clearing them out of factories by force. Luckily 
for them, the strikers were not revolutionaries and shrewd negotiators 
like Michigan Governor Frank Murphy talked the men out of the 
factories and back on picket lines.
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Although there was no personal violence and little de-
struction of property, labor’s “sit down” strikes worried 
even pro-union politicians because they involved the seizure 
of property. The first took place in January 1937 during a 
strike by 150,000 General Motors (GM) employees. Most 
of the United Automobile Workers walked out as usual. At 
GM’s plant in Flint, Michigan, however, they stayed in the 
factory; they “sat down.” Family members and sympathizers 
brought food and clothing. The workers policed themselves. 
No doubt recalling what the attack on the Bonus Boys did to 
Herbert Hoover’s reputation, FDR, through Michigan gov-
ernor Frank Murphy, mediated the dispute. After forty-four 
days, the sit-down strikers emerged from the factory happy 
with the settlement Murphy brokered.

Henry Ford eventually came to terms with the United 
 Automobile Workers (UAW) but, at first, he vowed, like 
 Girdler, to fight unionization with force. He employed a 
small army of toughs from the Detroit underworld and for-
tified his factories with tear gas, machine guns, and grenades. 
At the “Battle of the Overpass” in Detroit, Ford “goons” (as 
anti-union strong-arms were called) beat organizer Walter 
Reuther and other UAW officials until they were insensible. 
Violence, including numerous murders, was so common in 
the coal fields of Harlan County, Kentucky, that the area be-
came known in the press as “Bloody Harlan.”

The Bottom Line
The greatest achievement of the New Deal was to ease the 
economic hardships suffered by millions of Americans 
and, in doing so, to preserve their confi dence in American 
 institutions. In its relief measures, particularly those agencies 
that put jobless people to work, Roosevelt’s administration 
was a resounding success.

As a formula for economic recovery, the New Deal failed. 
When unemployment dropped to 7.5 million early in 1937 
and other economic indicators looked bright, Roosevelt 
began to dismantle many New Deal programs. The result was 
renewed collapse, a depression within a depression. Condi-
tions in 1937 never sunk to the levels of 1930–1933. But the 
recession of 1937 was painful evidence that for all their flex-
ibility, experimentation, and spending, the New Dealers had 
not unlocked the secret of maintaining prosperity during 
peacetime. Only when preparations for another world war 
led to massive purchases of American goods from abroad 
(and to rearmament at home) did the Great Depression end. 
By 1939, the economy was on the upswing. By 1940, with 
Europe at war, the Great Depression was history.

Through such programs as support for agricultural prices, 
rural electrification, Social Security, insurance of bank depos-
its, protection of labor unions, and strict controls over the 
economy, the federal government came to play a part in peo-
ple’s daily lives such as had been inconceivable before 1933. In 
the TVA, the government became an actual producer of elec-
trical power and commodities such as fertilizers. It was not 
socialism, as conservative critics of the New Deal cried, but in 
an American context it was something of a revolution.

Although unavoidable, the most dubious side effect of 
the new system was the extraordinary growth in the size of 
government. Extensive government programs required huge 
bureaucracies to carry them out. The number of federal em-
ployees rose from 600,000 in 1930 to a million in 1940. In 
that bureaucracies are ultimately concerned with their own 
well-being above all else and inevitably divert funds meant 
for their mission to pay benefits to bureaucrats (not to men-
tion the aggravations of dealing with bureaucracies), the 
New Deal contributed to American life, along with its many 

The Indians’ New Deal
Roosevelt’s Commissioner of the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs (BIA) was John Collier. 
Collier administered the “Indian New 
Deal” to upend fifty years of American 
Indian policy as radically as Roosevelt 
revolutionized the federal government’s 
role in economic and social life.

Since the Dawes Act of 1884, American 
policy was to “Americanize” Indians 
living on reservations, that is, to pressure 
them into giving up traditional ways of 
life and become farmers. Reservation 
lands were divided and allotted in parcels 
to individuals as their private property; 
schools trained Indian children to be 
“American,” that is, white middle-class 
children. The campaign against Indian 
traditions intensified during the 1920s. 
The BIA outlawed traditional Indian 

religions and banned polygamy; some BIA 
agents forcefully cropped men’s hair.

John Collier reversed these policies. 
The Indian Reorganization Act of 1934, 
which Collier wrote, allowed tribal 
corporations to take over the Dawes 
Act allotments and vest ownership of 
reservations in the tribe. Traditional 
religion and crafts were encouraged; 
management of Indian schools was 
turned over to the tribes.

One hundred and eighty-one tribes 
agreed to the changes; seventy-seven 
did not. Among the latter was the 
Navajo, the largest tribe in the nation. 
More prosperous than most other 
Indians, the Navajo denounced Collier’s 
policies as “back to the blanket” 
patronization, designed to keep Indians 
marginal.

The Dawes Act had helped few 
Indians. Of the 130 million acres allotted 
to individuals in small parcels, about 
49 million acres were sold to whites by 
1934. Unfortunately, Collier’s policies 
were destructive in other ways. Many 
tribal corporations were taken over by 
conniving Indian elites who, ironically, 
knew how to exploit mainstream legal 
devices and politicians. They used 
their control of reservations to enrich 
themselves individually, securing the 
acquiescence of the “back to the 
blanket” traditionalists by turning 
education and cultural affairs over 
to them. Many traditionalist schools 
neglected even grade school basics in 
favor of indoctrinating Indian children 
in traditions their grandparents had 
abandoned half a century earlier.
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 blessings, a phenomenon that has, at one time or another, 
driven every American to near distraction.

A Political Revolution
Between 1896 and 1933, the Republican party was the nation’s 
majority party. The Great Depression and New Deal changed 
that. FDR and Jim Farley forged a new majority, an alliance 
of southern whites, northern and western liberals, blue- collar 
workers (particularly union members and urban white eth-
nics), and African Americans, with substantial support from 
western farmers. The New Deal alliance was not without 
problems. Beginning in 1937, some southern Democrats who 
disapproved of even the New Deal’s minimal concessions to 

blacks and the prominence in Washington of “Yankee liberals,” 
often voted with Republicans against New Deal measures.

Still, grass-roots support for the New Deal among south-
ern whites prevented the crack from becoming a split during 
FDR’s presidency. The Democratic majority forged during 
the 1930s lasted for half a century. During the fifty years be-
tween 1930 and 1980, a Republican lived in the White House 
only eighteen years. During the same fifty years, Republicans 
had a majority in the Senate only six years and in the House 
of Representatives only four. Between 1930 and 1997, two-
thirds of a century, the Republican party simultaneously 
controlled the presidency, Senate, and House for just two 
years, 1953 to 1955.
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DISCOVERYDISCOVERY

How did the advertising industry of the 1920s actually shape Americans’ 
consumption practices?

Culture and Society: This photograph and magazine advertisement illustrate the success of two of the new 
consumer industries of the 1920s: automobiles and radio.  Did advertising men like Bruce Barton, the author of 
The Man Nobody Knows need to convince Americans who could afford them that they needed a car and a radio?  
Some advertisers preyed on fears and insecurities.  What are some examples of these?  Does Barton’s description of 
what the good advertising man does apply to people in the business today?

RCA ad

Jesus as Advertising Man
From The Man Nobody Knows, a best seller of 1925 
byadvertising pioneer Bruce Barton:

He would be a national advertiser today, I am sure,as 
he was the greatest advertiser of his own day. Take any 
one of the parables, no matter which—you will find that 
it exemplifies all the principles on which advertising 
textbooks are written.
1.  First of all they are marvelously condensed, as 

all good advertising must be. Jesus hated prosy 
dullness.

2.  His language was marvelously simple—a second 
greate ssential.All the greatest things in human life 
are one-syllable things—love, joy, hope, child, wife, 
trust, faith, God.

3.  Sincerity glistened like sunshine through every 
sentence he uttered.The advertisements which 
persuade people to act are written by men who 
have an abiding respect forthe intelligence of their 
readers, and a deep sincerity regarding the merits of 
the goods they have to sell.

4.  Finally, he knew the necessity for repetition and 
practiced it. No important truth can be impressed 
upon the minds of any large number of people by 
being saidonly once.

687-A Chapter 41 Rearranging America



DISCOVERY 687-B

To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”

What was the initial response of Americans to the descent of the Great 
Depression?  Did their response change as the depression dragged on?

Government and Law: What themes, if any, do Franklin D. Roosevelt’s inaugural address and the Edison 
Company’s message to its employees have in common?  How are their admonitions different?  Were appeals like 
this successful?  How did Americans respond to such messages?

Franklin Roosevelt’s First Inaugural Address, March 4, 1933

I am certain that my fellow Americans 
expect that on my induction into the 
Presidency I will address them with a 
candor and a decision which the present 
situation of our Nation impels. This is 
preeminently the time to speak the truth, 
the whole truth, frankly and boldly. Nor 
need we shrink from honestly facing 
conditions in our country today. This great 
Nation will endure as it has endured, will 
revive and will prosper. So, first of all, let 

me assert my firm belief that the only thing 
we have to fear is fear itself—nameless, 
unreasoning, unjustified terror which 
paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat 
into advance. In every dark hour of our 
national life a leadership of frankness and 
vigor has met with that understanding and 
support of the people themselves which is 
essential to victory. I am convinced that you 
will again give that support to leadership in 
these critical days.

“Get Going,” 1933 

From Time. 21:14 (April 3, 1933). 

On the white walls of Thomas A. Edison, 
Inc., in West Orange, N.J. a notice was 
plastered last week, a message from 
President Charles Edison, son of Thomas, to 
his employees: 

 “President Roosevelt has done his part: 
now you do something. 

Buy something-buy anything, anywhere; 
paint your kitchen, send a telegram, give a 
party, get a car, pay a bill, rent a flat, fix your 
roof, get a haircut, see a show, build a house, 
take a trip, sing a song, get married. 

It does not matter what you do—but 
get going and keep going. This old world is 
starting to move.”

www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e
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I
n 1933, the year Franklin D. Roosevelt became presi-
dent, Adolf Hitler of the extreme right National Social-
ist or Nazi party was named chancellor in Germany. 
The character and political values of the two men 
could hardly have differed more. The cultivated patri-

cian Roosevelt was a liberal, dedicated to democracy, person-
ally tolerant. He kept his emotions to himself, even in the 
company of longtime aides. Hitler had risen from the lower 
middle class. He was socially awkward, his manners crude. 
He was contemptuous of tradition but allowed followers to 
surround him with lunatic ancient teutonic symbolism. He 
despised democracy and the “bourgeois freedoms.” He was 
a vicious anti-Semite and occasionally flew into frightening 
rages.

Both men were virtuosos in their use of modern mass 
communication. Roosevelt was at his best as a voice on 
the radio. In what he called his “Fireside Chats,” evening 
radio broadcasts from the White House, he spoke as if he 
was indeed a respected old uncle seated in an easy chair 
in front of a fireplace conversing with the family. Hitler’s 
medium was the massive rally of tens of thousands of roar-
ing devotees listening to their Führer, their leader, through 
loudspeakers which, in fact, the Nazis hung from buildings 
in city centers.

Hitler knew that, in time, his Germany would clash with 
the United States. In his rise to power, he had excoriated 
America as a partner of Britain, France, and Jewish German 
socialists in forcing the humiliating Treaty of Versailles on 
Germany. But there was a lot to be done before that time, just 
as Roosevelt had little time for foreign policy in the critical 
depression years.

NEW DEAL FOREIGN POLICY
Like Woodrow Wilson, Roosevelt passed over professional 
diplomats in picking a secretary of state. He appointed 
 Tennessee Senator Cordell Hull, whose courtly bearing belied 
his log cabin origins. Hull and Roosevelt were generally con-
tent to follow the foreign policy guidelines charted by Hoover 
and his distinguished secretary of state, Henry L. Stimson. 
Where they departed from them, their purpose was to further 
the New Deal’s program for economic recovery at home.

The Good Neighbor Policy
Roosevelt and Hull even adopted Hoover’s phrase, “good 
neighbor,” to describe the changed role of the United States 

Chapter 42

Going to War Again
America and the World 1933–1942

I ask that the Congress declare that since the unprovoked and dastardly attack by 
Japan on Sunday, December seventh, a state of war has existed between the United 
States and the Japanese Empire.

—Franklin D. Roosevelt

Two Different Worlds
In December 1940, Adolf Hitler told Germans that there could 
be no reconciliation between Germany on the one side and 
Great Britain and the United States on the other. They were 
“different worlds.”

The next month, FDR accepted Hitler’s dichotomy. He said 
that, after the war, the world would be consecrated to Four 
Freedoms, “freedom of speech and expression, freedom of 
worship, freedom from want, freedom from fear.” Harry Hopkins 
remarked, “That covers an awful lot of territory, Mr. President. 
I don’t know how interested Americans are going to be in the 
people of Java.” Indeed, when Norman Rockwell illustrated the 
“Four Freedoms” he painted idealizations of American life.

688



in Latin America Hoover and Stimson inaugurated. No lon-
ger would big brother intervene militarily in the Caribbean 
and Central America or even strongarm Latin American re-
publics to further American fi nancial interests. The Colossus 
of the North was now a good neighbor. Roosevelt withdrew 
U.S. marines from Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic, and 
Haiti. Like Hoover, he refused to intervene in Cuba despite 
the chronic civil confl ict in the island and the Platt Amend-
ment’s open invitation to send in troops.

When a military coup led by Fulgencio Batista stabilized 
Cuba in 1934, Hull formally renounced the Platt Amend-
ment. Although concerned about the safety of considerable 
American investments in the “banana republics” of Central 
America and in the West Indies, Roosevelt never seriously 
considered resuming the interventionist policy his cousin 
Theodore had inaugurated and even Wilson adopted. The 
biggest test for the good neighbor was in 1938 when Mexico 
nationalized the properties of American oil companies and 

1931 1932 1933 19351934 1936 1937 1938 1939 1940 1941

Threats from Abroad 1931–1941

1933 Nazis in power in Germany; Recognition of USSR

1934–1936 Nye Committee investigations

War in Europe; Lend–lease  1939

1932 Japan attacks Shanghai

1931 Japan seizes Manchuria; Stimson Doctrine

1935 Italy invades Ethiopia; Road to War published

1935–1937 Neutrality Acts

1937  Japanese offensive in China

Fall of France; Battle of Britain; FDR elected to third term  1940

1938 Anschluss; Munich Agreement

Germany invades Russia; Pearl Harbor  1941

The Nazi party’s Führer, Adolf 
Hitler, shortly after he was named 
chancellor of Germany, with 
President Paul von Hindenburg at 
the monument to the great German 
victory at World War I’s battle 
of Tannenberg, The 86-year-old 
president held Hitler in contempt, 
but conservatives like him convinced 
him that they would keep the Führer
and the Nazis on a short leash.
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offered little compensation, Roosevelt was conciliatory and, 
a few years later, American diplomats worked out a settle-
ment that was acceptable to all but the greediest of the dis-
possessed oilmen.

The Good Neighbor policy paid dividends that  Roosevelt 
could not have imagined in 1933. When Europe lurched 
toward war again later in the decade, Nazi Germany 
made strenuous efforts to secure footholds in the Western 
 Hemisphere. The Germans had no success in the countries 
ringing the  Caribbean. Even the South American countries 
that were cordial toward the Nazis were cautious. During 
World War II, every nation in the Western Hemisphere ex-
cept Argentina joined the United States in declaring war on 
Germany. Only Brazil actually sent troops to Europe, but the 
point was that if even one South American country, even 
distant Argentina, had permitted Germany to establish naval 
and air bases on its soil, it would have inhibited the American 
contribution to the war effort.

The Stimson Doctrine
Roosevelt’s Asian policy also followed paths staked out  during 
the Hoover administration. The challenge in East Asia was 
to maintain Chinese independence and territorial integrity 
and free access to the China trade—the Open Door Policy. 
The obstacle was an increasingly aggressive and  expansion-
minded Japan. Complicating the problem was the fact that 
 China’s Nationalist government, headed by  Generalissimo 
Chiang Kai-shek, was ineffi cient, riddled with corruption, 
and controlled only parts of China.

Late in 1931, exploiting Chinese weakness, the Japanese 
detached the province of Manchuria from China and set up 
a puppet state called Manchukuo. They dug up the disso-
lute last emperor of China, then called Henry Pu-yi, and set 
him up as Manchukuo’s emperor. Hoover’s secretary of state, 
Henry L. Stimson proposed that the United States retaliate 
by imposing severe economic sanctions on Japan, refusing 
to sell to Japan raw materials, particularly oil and iron, that 
were vital to Japanese industry. That was too aggressive for 
Hoover. Instead, he announced that the United States would 
not recognize the legality of any territorial changes resulting 
from the use of force. Curiously, this toothless policy became 
known as the Stimson Doctrine.

It was a rap on the knuckles, shrugged off or laughed at 
by Japanese militarists who were driven by a fanatical sense 
of national destiny and combated Japanese politicians who 
opposed them by assassinating them. In 1932, the Japanese 
army attacked Shanghai, the center of Chinese commerce. In 
1937, the Japanese bombed the city, the first massive aerial 
attack on a civilian population. Roosevelt was disgusted 
but, preoccupied with an unexpected economic downturn 
at home, he went no further than Hoover had in 1932. He 
responded with a scolding.

Promoting Foreign Trade
Where Roosevelt parted ways with Hoover’s foreign policy, 
the impetus was his determination to end the depression. 
Thus, in May 1933 he scuttled an international conference 

in London that Hoover had endorsed for the purpose of 
stabilizing world currencies. Delegates of sixty-four nations 
had just found their seats when Roosevelt announced that he 
would not agree to any decisions that ran contrary to his do-
mestic recovery program. He reaffi rmed his decision to take 
the United States off the gold standard, which the conference 
hoped to restore. The conference collapsed.

In November 1933, Roosevelt formally recognized the 
Communist regime in the Soviet Union, which four presi-
dents had refused to do. In part, he was facing up to reali-
ties. When, ten years earlier, the permanence of Communist 
party rule in Russia was highly questionable, nonrecognition 
made sense. By 1933, Joseph Stalin and his henchmen were 
firmly in control of the country. Every other major power 
had diplomatic relations with the USSR. Roosevelt also had 
economic reasons to exchange ambassadors and other dip-
lomats with Moscow. He was persuaded that the backward 
Soviet Union would be a large market for ailing American 
manufacturers and agricultural exports.

Promoting foreign trade was also the motive behind Sec-
retary of State Hull’s efforts to lower tariff barriers through 
reciprocity agreements. With a southern Democrat’s distaste 
for high tariffs, Hull negotiated reciprocal trade agreements 
with twenty-nine countries. He was able to slash the high Re-
publican import duties of the 1920s by as much as half on 
the products of countries that agreed to reduce their duties 
on American goods.

Isolationism
Roosevelt and Hull were Wilsonian internationalists. Both 
had favored American membership in the League of Na-
tions, which was still extant in 1933 although rather a joke. 
Both believed in preserving peace by collective international 
cooperation. However, FDR was a politician who counted 
votes before they were cast. He was not, like Wilson, will-
ing to destroy himself because a cause was righteous. In 
his public statements, he never wandered far from what he 
read—almost always accurately—as the mood of the popu-
lace. During the 1930s, the mood of most Americans con-
cerning the rest of the world was isolationist, staying out of 
Europe’s messes. A public opinion poll in 1935 showed that 
95 percent of Americans believed that the United States had 
no vital interests in either Europe or Asia and that they were 
dead set against a repetition of what they regarded as the big 
mistake of intervening in the Great War.

Suspicion of Europeans was reinforced in the 1930s by 
the belief, encouraged by President Hoover, that a European 
financial crisis was to blame for America’s depression or at 
least, for its severity. Isolationist feelings intensified after 
1934 when Senator Gerald Nye, a La Follette Progressive 
Republican from South Dakota, sponsored an investigation 
into the role of banks and the munitions industry in involv-
ing the United States in World War I. During the hearings of 
the Munitions Investigating Committee, popularly called the 
Nye Committee, he claimed that the United States had been 
manipulated into the war by “merchants of death” led by the 
giant Du Pont Corporation.



The Nye Committee actually proved little more than the 
fact that munitions makers made a great deal of money 
during the war. But journalists, as ever, focused on Nye’s 
more extravagant claims. In 1935, a respected writer on 
military matters, Walter Millis, published The Road to War,
which popularized the “merchants of death” explanation of 
World War I.

Neutrality Policy
Isolationism took on legislative form in several Neutral-
ity Acts passed by Congress between 1935 and 1937. They 
warned American citizens against taking passage on ships 
fl ying the fl ags of nations at war (no Lusitanias this time); 
required that belligerents pay cash for all American prod-
ucts they bought and carry their purchases home in their 
own ships. Finally, nations at war were forbidden to buy 
arms in the United States and to borrow money from 
American banks: Congress’s rebuke of munitions makers 
and Wall Street bankers. There would be no powerful lob-
bies in Washington representing parties with a vested in-
terest in the victory of one side or another as, isolationists 
said, had been the case in 1917.

Critics of the Neutrality Acts argued that they favored 
aggressor nations and penalized their victims. The vic-
tims would be unprepared for war while the nations that 
attacked them would arm themselves in advance of war—
even from American factories. This was the message, they 
said, of  Fascist Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 and the 
Spanish civil war that began in 1936. With its stockpile of 
modern weaponry, Benito Mussolini’s army was able to 

overrun Ethiopians sometimes armed with century-old 
muskets. When Spain’s Generalissimo Francisco Franco 
rose up against the constitutional republican government 
of Spain, he was swamped with armaments and even troops 
from Italy and Germany. America’s neutrality policy denied 
the legitimate republican government of Spain access to ar-
maments in the United States.

THE WORLD GOES TO WAR
Almost every year of Roosevelt’s presidency presented new 
evidence that the world was drifting into another bloodbath. 
In 1934, Hitler began to rearm Germany in defi ance of the 
Versailles Treaty. In 1935, he introduced universal military 
training, and Italy invaded Ethiopia. In 1936,  Francisco 
Franco launched the Spanish civil war that Italy and  Germany 
used as a proving ground to test their weapons and military 
 tactics.

In July 1937, Japan sent land forces from Manchukuo into 
China proper and occupied Beijing, then called Peiping, and 
most of the coastal provinces. In March 1938, Hitler forced 
the political union of Austria to Germany (the Anschluss), 
increasing the resources of what he called the Third Reich, or 
“third empire.” In September, claiming that he wanted only 
to unite all Germans under one flag, Hitler demanded that 
Czechoslovakia hand over its Sudetenland.

The Sudetenland had never been a part of Germany. Before 
World War I, it was a province of the kingdom of  Bohemia, 
a  possession of the Austrian Hapsburgs. It was populated 
largely by people of German language and culture, but it was 

Benito Mussolini, Europe’s first 
successful Fascist dictator, came to 
power in Italy in 1922. Americans 
were of two minds about il duce
(“leader”) through the 1920s and 
early 1930s. On the one hand, 
he had brought stability to Italy, 
made peace with the papacy after 
sixty years of hostility, encouraged 
economic development, and 
promoted a national pride that 
had been lacking in Italy. On the 
other, he was ruthless, tolerating 
no opposition or even criticism. 
Lucky opponents were imprisoned; 
others just disappeared. Mussolini’s 
operatic style—he strutted about 
with his belly sucked in and his large 
chin and lower lip jutting out—was 
amusing; his militarism was not. In 
1935, Italy launched the first wave of 
the aggression in the West that was to 
lead to another war when Mussolini 
invaded Ethiopia.
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also  Czechoslovakia’s mountainous natural defense line in 
the west. France and Britain had guaranteed the borders of 
 Czechoslovakia, the only democratic state in central Europe, 
including the Sudetenland. So, Hitler’s ultimatum involved 
them.

Germany’s generals begged Hitler to be cautious; the 
Wehrmacht (armed forces) was not prepared for war with 
Britain and France. Hitler dismissed them. France and Britain 
would back down. When the British prime minister, Neville 
Chamberlain, gave into every one of Hitler’s demands, the 
Führer rolled up a diplomatic and strategic victory so stun-
ning it silenced dissent among his generals. In March 1939, 
he seized what was left of the Czech half of Czechoslovakia 
and set up a puppet regime in Slovakia.

The Aggressor Nations: Japan
The three aggressor nations of the 1930s were very different. 
Germany and Italy were modern totalitarian dictatorships 
based on mass support. Japan was an authoritarian state 
dominated by a military that nurtured ancient traditions but 
was also highly political. Of fourteen Japanese prime min-
isters between 1932 and 1945, only four were civilians (and 
the army assassinated two of them). Nevertheless, the gov-
ernment operated within a constitutional framework—there 
were elections to the Diet in 1942—and it was not the bloody 
tyrant over its own people as the German and Italian regimes 
were. Only fi fty-seven Japanese were executed for political 
reasons during the war compared to thousands in Italy and 
tens of thousands in Nazi Germany.

Japan invaded China (and started the Pacific War with 
the United States in 1941) for economic reasons. A modern 
industrial nation, Japan was poor in the natural resources 
essential to industry: coal, iron, other minerals, petroleum, 
rubber, everything but hydroelectric power. China had plenty 
of coal and iron. Japan could have traded for them, selling 
manufactures in exchange. But China’s political  instability 
made aggression a more inviting alternative to twentieth- 
century samurai.

High-ranking Japanese naval officers still fumed with 
anger against the United States because the Treaty of 
 Washington limited the Japanese navy to three-fifths the size 
of the  American fleet. Cooler temperaments tried to point 
out that in an unregulated naval arms race, the United States 
could build not five battleships to every three the Japanese 
built, but fifty. Such common sense was waved off by milita-
rists in 1930s Japan. Until 1940, the aggressive militarists in 
the army and navy were restrained by the fact that the United 
States was providing much of the oil Japan imported as well 
as copper, cotton, and cheap scrap iron.

In July 1941, however, attempting to pressure Japan to 
end its aggression in China, the Roosevelt administration 
forbade further sales to the Japanese of some strategic min-
erals and chemicals, airplane parts, and aviation fuel. In 
September, Roosevelt embargoed scrap iron. In July 1941, 
after Japan took control of French Indochina, Roosevelt 
ended oil sales, wiping out 80 percent of Japan’s oil supply 
in one stroke.

The Aggressor Nations: Italy and 
Germany
Unlike Japan, Fascist Italy under dictator Benito  Mussolini 
directly threatened no American interests. Locked into 
poverty, its industrial complex ineffi cient despite il duce’s
 efforts, Italy was a threat to no nations except primitive 
countries like Ethiopia. Aside from a few elite units, the Ital-
ian military commanded little respect. The army  suffered 
signifi cant setbacks even in its war in Ethiopia against often 
barefoot Ethiopian irregulars. American sympathies were 
with the Ethiopians and their exiled Christian emperor, 
Haile Selassie, who toured Europe and the United States 
begging for help. But there was no sentiment for action be-
yond nonrecognition.

Hitler’s Germany was another matter. By 1935, Nazi control 
of the richest and most populous and industrialized nation in 
Europe was absolute and Germany was an openly—proudly!—
criminal regime. Opposition parties had been dissolved. Tens 
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MAP 42:1 German and Italian Aggression, 1934–1939. 
Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 was the first of a series of the 
territorial aggressions by Italy and Germany that culminated in 
World War II. Only Britain and France would have been justified 
in responding with force to any one of them, but they pulled 
back because of guilt over the excessive terms of the Treaty 
of Versailles, hopes that war with Hitler could be avoided by 
making concessions to him, and the fear that a weakened 
Germany would provide an opportunity for the Soviet Union to 
expand the sway of Communism.



of thousands of socialists and communists were in concen-
tration camps. Others had been murdered. The Nuremberg 
Laws of 1935 stripped Jews of their citizenship and forbade 
marriage between Jews and “Aryans.” Jews had already been 
expelled from schools and universities. “Jews Forbidden” signs 
were everywhere. Jews trying to escape Germany were forced 
to sell their property at a fraction of its value.

German military power grew greater by the month, and 
Hitler had not been secretive about his ambitions abroad. 
In his autobiography, Mein Kampf (My Struggle), he made 
it clear that Germany must extend its sway over Poland, the 
Ukraine, and western Russia in order to provide Lebensraum
(“living space”) for the German people. He did not detail ex-
actly what was in store for the displaced Poles, Ukrainians, 
and Russians, but in Nazi cosmology, they were considered 
Untermenschen, subhumans, only a notch above Jews.

And the War Came
Because of Hitler’s fi erce anti-communism and his an-
nounced designs on eastern Europe, some British and French 
statesmen quietly hoped that, in time, Nazi Germany and 
the Soviet Union would go to war and destroy one another. 
They were, therefore, stunned when, in 1939, out of the 
blue, Germany and Russia announced that they had signed 
a nonaggression treaty. Hitler’s interest in Russian neutrality 
was obvious. He had been pressuring Poland to turn over to 
 Germany a region known as the “Polish Corridor” (it pro-
vided the country with its only access to the sea).

Britain and France guaranteed Poland’s borders. After the 
lesson of Czechoslovakia, they made it clear that  German 

 aggression in Poland meant war with them too. Hitler wanted 
war, but not a war on two fronts. The Nazi-Soviet Pact guar-
anteed that Russia would not contest the German conquest 
of Poland. In fact, secret provisions of the treaty gave eastern 
Poland to the Soviets.

Stalin’s motives in agreeing to the treaty are more difficult to 
fathom. He knew that Hitler was sworn to destroy Bolshevism. 
Stalin had discussed an anti-German alliance with Britain and 
France, but when they dragged their feet, Stalin concluded 
that they were counting on a Soviet-German bloodletting. He 
preferred a scenario in which Germany fought a long, mutu-
ally destructive war with Britain and France.

On September 1, 1939, the Germans invaded Poland. The 
Poles resisted heroically. But their army was no match for 
the German Blitzkrieg, “lightning warfare,” massive air attack 
and ground advances of unprecedented speed spearheaded 
by tanks and infantrymen moving not at a walk but as fast as 
trucks could move them.

The Fall of France, The Battle 
of Britain
So rapid was the German (and Russian) conquest of Poland 
that Britain and France were unable to move troops there. 
They massed their armies behind the Maginot Line, an awe-
some network of modern fortifi cations the French had built 
on the German border to stop a German advance dead. But 
they did not advance during the winter of 1939–1940 even 
with the bulk of the Wehrmacht still busy in Poland. Journal-
ists wrote of the “phony war”: Two great armies faced one 
another on a long static front, resumption of World War I.

Aldermanbury in London, reduced to 
rubble in January 1941 after a night 
of heavy German bombing during 
the “Blitz.” Photographs such as 
these moved many Americans from 
determination to stay out of the war 
to President Roosevelt’s campaign 
to intervene in order to help Great 
Britain. When British and later 
American planes did similar damage 
to civilian neighborhoods in German 
cities, there was virtually no protest 
in the United States.
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Behind the “impregnable” Maginot Line, sitting tight made 
sense for the French and British. Hitler had other plans: a 
Blitzkrieg that had worked in Poland on a much larger scale. 
In April and May 1940, the Germans unleashed massive, 
rapid, coordinated land, sea, and air attacks on Denmark, 
Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg, where 
the Maginot line was weakest. Every targeted country buck-
led under within weeks, and the Wehrmacht poured through 
Holland and Belgium into France around the Maginot Line, 
intending to attack it from the rear.

That was not necessary. France surrendered. In the mean-
time, however, the British were able to evacuate 340,000 of 
their men and some French and Polish units from the port of 
Dunkirk by mobilizing every ship and boat capable of cross-
ing the English Channel in, luckily, perfect weather. Great 
Britain hunkered down, preparing for a German invasion 
that few believed could be resisted.

THE UNITED STATES AND
THE EUROPEAN WAR
In March 1940, during the “phony war,” only 43 percent of 
Americans told pollsters that a German military victory in 
France would threaten the interests of United States. When 
France fell so quickly, however, and the German Luftwaffe
(air force) commenced bombing British bases, factories, and 
cities, the mood changed. In June, 80 percent of Americans 
admitted to being, at least, “worried.” They were inspired by 
the new British prime minister, Winston Churchill, who told 
the nation, Germany, and the world, “We shall fi ght on the 
beaches, we shall fi ght on the landing grounds, we shall fi ght 
in the fi elds and in the streets, we shall fi ght in the hills; we 
shall never surrender.”

Churchill’s eloquence and the phlegmatic but stubborn 
defiance of the English people under nightly  German bomb-
ing raids inspired a sympathy for Great  Britain greater even 
than during World War I. Pro-British feelings were deftly 
encouraged by an Anglophile radio news reporter based in 
London, Edward R. Murrow. In nightly broadcasts, heard 
“live” in the evening in the United States, Murrow brought 
the sounds of the “Blitz” into American living rooms and tac-
itly encouraged American support for Britain with low-key 
but shrewdly composed descriptions of British resistance: 
“You will have no dawn raids, as we shall probably have if 
the weather is right. You may walk the night in the light. 
Your families are not scattered by the winds of war. You may 
drive your high-powered car as far as time and money will 
permit . . . .”

Roosevelt Leads the Way
President Roosevelt played no small part in nudging public 
opinion in favor of aiding Britain. As early as 1938, when 
France and Britain were still appeasing Hitler and Ameri-
can neutrality policy was intact, Roosevelt had privately 
concluded that only force would stop Hitler. He hoped that, 
with American aid, the French and British could do the job 

so that American troops did not have to be sent over there 
again. Still, he knew not to get too far ahead of public opin-
ion in the matter of material assistance. FDR’s technique was 
to fl oat trial balloons such as delivering a militant anti-Nazi 
speech. If the popular reaction was hostile, he backed off; if it 
was supportive, he pushed a bit further.

In 1939, at FDR’s behest, Congress amended the Neutral-
ity Acts so that Britain and France could buy war materiel 
cash-and-carry. (No paying for it with loans from Ameri-
can banks; no hiring American ships to transport it.) In 
1940, with the Battle of Britain underway, and a majority of 
Americans worried about how a Nazi victory would affect 
them, FDR announced that he was trading Britain fifty old 
destroyers the Navy had in mothballs for British permission 
to establish eight naval bases in British possessions in New-
foundland, Bermuda, and the West Indies. He presented it at 
home as a purely defensive measure. In fact, the British were 
delighted to have the United States take over the protection 
of sea lanes in the western Atlantic so that they could concen-
trate their warships in European waters.

Defense was also the justification for the Burke- Wadsworth 
Act of September 1940. Congress appropriated $37 billion 
to build up the navy and army air corps, instituting the first 
peacetime draft in American history. The draft was run like 
a lottery to avoid accusations of favoritism as in World War 
I. More than 16 million young men registered; each was 
assigned a number between 1 and 8,500, about 2,000 men 
per number. Henry L. Stimson (now FDR’s  Secretary of 
War) picked the first number (#158); the remaining 8,499 
were drawn and the order in which they were picked was 
published. A potential draftee knew whether he was likely 
to be called up soon, later, or (if his number was near the 
end) probably never. The first draftees were in uniform in 
 November 1940; 900,000 would be called up for one-year 
terms of service.

FDR had little difficulty winning support for these mea-
sures. Even the draft had the approval of two-thirds of the 
population. Nevertheless, when the president decided to 
flaunt tradition and run for a third term in 1940, he found 
it advisable to assure the electorate that “your boys are not 
going to be sent into any foreign wars.”

The Third Term
Why did FDR run for reelection in 1940? First—and there 
was truth in his vanity—he believed that he alone was capa-
ble of leading the country through very diffi cult times. None 
of the Democrats likely to be nominated if he retired were 
inspiring or sure winners. Vice president John Nance Garner 
was a tobacco-chewing provincial with little appeal outside 
the South. Postmaster General James Farley had an aura of 
the machine politician about him and he was a Catholic. (It 
was only twelve years since Al Smith had lost half the South 
because of the religion issue.) Another Catholic who made 
noises about running was Joseph P. Kennedy, a rich business-
man who was ambassador to Britain and had a dubious past. 
Worst of all, Kennedy was a defeatist, convinced that Great 
Britain was doomed.



Several Republican hopefuls seemed to have a good 
chance of beating any of the Democrats. The front- runner, 
anti-New Dealer Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio was an 
isolationist. Thomas A. Dewey of New York, only 38 years 
old, was not burdened with Taft’s Stone Age conservatism, 
and he was extremely popular as a crime-busting district 
attorney. If Taft and Dewey deadlocked at the Republican 
convention, the likely compromise candidate was Senator 
Arthur Vandenberg of Michigan, who was also an isolation-
ist. Most worrisome was Wendell Willkie, a utilities magnate 
who had come out of nowhere to be a serious contender 
for the nomination. Of all the Republicans and Democrats, 
he had the best claim to be FDR’s successor. He had been a 
New Deal Democrat until 1938. He alone of the candidates 
fully supported FDR’s policy of fighting Naziism by aiding 
Great Britain. He was personable, likable, and a tireless cam-
paigner. He very likely would have defeated any Democratic 
nominee except Roosevelt.

Willkie won the Republican nomination after several 
 ballots but, with FDR his opponent, he never had a chance. 
Differing with the president on so little, he was a “me too” 
candidate. He offered nothing that the tried and true and ef-
fective FDR did not. The president was easily reelected.

The Undeclared War
His victory emboldened Roosevelt to step up aid to Great 
Britain. In asking Congress to enact “Lend-Lease,” he stated 
boldly that the United States would be the “arsenal of de-
mocracy,” manufacturing arms of all sorts to be “loaned” to 
Britain. To help defend British shipping against “wolf packs” 
of German submarines, Roosevelt proclaimed a neutral zone 
in the Atlantic extending from North America to Iceland, 
assigning destroyers to patrol the sea lanes, warning British 
merchant ships of German submarines. He sent troops to 
Greenland, a possession of Nazi-occupied Denmark, to keep 
it out of German hands.

This put the United States at war with Germany in every-
thing but name. In August 1941, Roosevelt and Churchill 
met on two ships off the coast of Newfoundland and ad-
opted what amounted to war aims redolent of the Fourteen 
Points. The Atlantic Charter called for the self-determination 
of nations after the war; free trade and freedom of the seas; 
the disarmament of aggressor nations; and the creation of 
some new means of collective world security.

It was only a matter of time before German guns were fired 
on an American warship. In October 1941, a destroyer, the 
USS Reuben James was sunk by a submarine with a loss of 
100 sailors. Roosevelt did not, however, ask Congress for a 
formal declaration of war. His hopes that Germany could be 
defeated without sending American troops to Europe were 
up because Britain was not standing alone. In June 1941, 
Germany blitzed the Soviet Union. Astonishingly, Stalin was 
utterly unprepared despite the fact that Churchill had warned 
him of the exact date of the attack and one of Stalin’s top spies 
had twice reported that a German onslaught was imminent. 
(Stalin really did trust Hitler!) The unprepared Red Army was 
pushed back to the city limits of Leningrad (St. Petersburg) 
and Moscow before winter halted the Germans.

The America First Committee
In 1941, Roosevelt faced formidable opposition at home to 
his policy of all-out aid to Britain and, after June, the USSR. 
Robert Wood, the executive head of Sears Roebuck, had orga-
nized and generously funded the America First  Committee. 
It called for the buildup of an impregnable defense of the 
 Western Hemisphere against the Nazis but opposed further 
aid to Great Britain. America First claimed 600,000 sup-
porters, but it was less a membership than a propaganda 
 organization, sponsoring publications, speaking tours by 
prominent members, and rallies.

Its list of prestigious sponsors gave the committee consid-
erable clout. The editors of the Chicago Tribune, the New York 
Daily News, and many other newspapers pushed its message. 
Senators Gerald Nye, Robert M. LaFollette Jr., and  Burton 
Wheeler; former president Herbert Hoover;  former New 

Lend-Lease
By 1941, Britain had spent $4.5 billion in the United States 
for armaments. With a reserve of $2 billion, the country was 
broke. So, in what was called the Lend-Lease program, the 
United States “loaned” armaments to the British (and, later, 
other allies). FDR explained his policy to the American people 
with a parable:

Suppose my neighbor’s house catches fire, and I have 
a length of garden hose. If he can take my garden hose 
and connect it up with his hydrant, it may help him to 
put out the fire.

Now what do I do? I don’t say to him before that 
operation, “Neighbor, my garden hose cost me $15; 
you have to pay me $15 for it.” [But] I don’t want $15—I 
want my garden hose back after the fire is over.

No one believed that any war materiel would be returned.

The Party Line
During the period of the Nazi-Soviet Nonaggression Treaty, 
the American Communist party was, on orders from Russia, 
militantly antiwar. When Germany invaded Russia, the 
party was instructed to agitate for American intervention. 
The overnight reversal of the party line caused some 
embarrassment. The Almanac Singers, loosely associated 
with the party, had just released a record including an 
antiwar song, “Songs for John Doe.” It was withdrawn from 
record stores and party members who had purchased copies 
were told to turn them in. “Songs for John Doe” is a rare 
collector’s item today. The Communist party newspaper, the 
Daily Worker, was caught short by the overnight reversal 
in the party line; it ran an antiwar article side by side with a 
freshly written demand for intervention.
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Dealer Hugh Johnson; Socialist party leader Norman Thomas; 
and (like today) celebrities including movie star Lillian Gish, 
Teddy Roosevelt’s daughter Alice Roosevelt Longworth, and 
aviators Eddie Rickenbacker and Charles Lindbergh.

The America Firsters’ motives for opposing aid to Britain 
varied. The midwestern Republican Progressives were dyed-
in-the-wool isolationists. Most Firsters believed that the 
aid was a waste, that Britain was already doomed to defeat. 
Some were Anglophobes who looked forward to the break-
up of the British empire. Others feared that a German defeat 
would make the Communist Soviet Union the paramount 
power in  Europe. Some members, like Norman Thomas, 
were pacifists.

The committee tried to dodge Father Coughlin’s endorse-
ment because of his pro-Nazi and anti-Semitic leanings. 
However, America First’s most effective spokesman, Charles 
Lindbergh, also slipped in his speeches and betrayed hostility 
toward American Jewish organizations that were, of course, 
pro-intervention.

Ironically, the America Firsters and Roosevelt’s support 
group, the Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Al-
lies, were so preoccupied by the war in Europe that they (and, 
for that matter, the Roosevelt administration) overlooked 
the possibility that the United States might be drawn into the 
war by Japan, halfway around the world.

AMERICA GOES TO WAR
When France surrendered, a Japanese army moved into 
the French colonies of Indochina. The “peace party” in the 
 Japanese cabinet, headed by Prince Fumimaro Konoye, 
continued to negotiate with the United States, hoping for 

American concessions that would enable Japan to break the 
stalemate in its war. By October 1941, it was clear that an 
agreement was impossible, and General Hideki Tojo, head of 
the “war party,” succeeded Konoye as premier.

Pearl Harbor
Oddly, the Japanese and American governments concluded 
within hours of one another that their differences were un-
resolvable. Although talks continued—empty formalities on 
both sides—Secretary of State Hull handed responsibility for 
Japanese affairs over to the War Department on the same day 
that, halfway around the world, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto 
was ordered to prepare a the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, 
the American naval base in Hawaii, that he had designed.

Yamamoto had opposed war with the United States. He 
told the cabinet, “If I am told to fight regardless of the conse-
quences, I shall run wild for the first six months or a year, but 
I have utterly no confidence for the second or third year.” Be-
cause of several years’ residence in United States, Yamamoto 
was personally familiar with America’s vast resources. Other 
“peace party” officers made the same point. In August 1941, 
Col. Hideo Iwakuro presented the cabinet with the numbers 
of the American edge: In steel resources, the United States 
could produce 20 tons to every ton Japan made; its coal sup-
ply was ten times Japan’s; its edge in shipping two to one, in 
oil 100 to 1.

If there must be war, however, Yamamoto insisted that 
it was essential to destroy the American Pacific fleet at 
Pearl Harbor. Other Japanese strategists disagreed.  Admiral 
 Takijiro Onishi wanted to invade the oil-rich Dutch East 
 Indies (Indonesia) and British Singapore and Malaya. 

The wreckage at Pearl Harbor after 
the unopposed aerial assault on 
Hawaii by carrier-borne Japanese 
planes on December 7, 1941. But 
the Japanese victory was far less 
than that for which its commander 
Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto hoped. 
None of the Pacific fleet’s aircraft 
carriers were docked in Pearl the day 
of the attack. Moreover, as critics of 
Yamamoto’s strategy had warned, 
by launching the war by attacking 
the United States directly instead of 
the British in Malaya and the Dutch 
West Indies, Japan ensured that 
the United States military would 
retaliate with the entire American 
people behind it.

AP
 P

ho
to

s



A war with the  British and Dutch, he pointed out, could 
be  concluded—perhaps quickly—with a negotiated peace 
guaranteeing Japan the oil that the American embargo had 
cut off. An attack on Pearl Harbor, however, no matter how 
successful it was tactically, would only unite Americans to 
fight a war to the finish with Japan.

Yamamoto’s prestige carried the debate. In December 
1941, his fleet of six aircraft carriers, two battleships, two 
heavy cruisers, a light cruiser, nine destroyers, three sub-
marines, and 432 planes disappeared in the Pacific with not 
so much as a radio signal. On December 7, he launched a 
 perfectly executed air attack on Hawaii that sank or badly 
damaged eight battleships, seven other vessels, and 188 air-
planes, killing or wounding 3,435 servicemen at minimal 
costs to the Japanese. Yamamoto celebrated with his officers 

just long enough to be polite, however. His primary target 
had been the three aircraft carriers stationed at Pearl. He 
knew that carrier-borne aircraft were the key to a war he had 
just begun. But the American carriers were at sea on maneu-
vers when the Japanese struck. “I fear we have only awakened 
a sleeping giant,” he told his officers, “and his reaction will be 
terrible,” exactly what Admiral Onishi had warned against.

The Reaction
The giant awakened with a start. Pearl Harbor was attacked 
on Sunday. The next day, Roosevelt went before Congress and 
immortalized December 7, 1941 as “a day that will live in in-
famy.” Except for Representative Jeannette Rankin of  Montana, 
a pacifi st who had also voted against entry into the First World 
War, Congress voted unanimously to declare war.
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For the first six months of the war in the Pacific, 
Japanese forces were victorious.  Finally, at Midway 
Island and Guadalcanal, Allied forces turned the tide 
of the war.  Still, it would require three additional 
years of bloody engagements, island by island, before 
the Allies reached Okinawa, within striking distance 
of Japan itself.
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MAP 42:2 Japanese Empire, 1931–1942. As distant from Japan as the outer defensive perimeter of August 1942 was, it was not as 
far as Admiral Yamamoto and other strategists believed necessary to force the United States to negotiate a peace rather than fight a 
costly war. The Japanese military had hoped to occupy and fortify Midway Island (for regular air strikes against Hawaii), all of New 
Guinea, the Solomon Islands, and at least northern Australia—and to control the sea lanes to Australia—in order to deny the United 
States a base from which to launch a counterattack.
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In every city in the nation for weeks, the army’s and navy’s 
recruitment offices were jammed with young men. Pearl 
Harbor was so traumatic an event in the lives of Americans 
that practically every individual who lived through it would 
remember exactly what he or she was doing when news of 
the attack was announced.

Very quietly at the time, openly later, Roosevelt’s enemies 
accused him and other top officials of knowing in advance 
of what was coming and ensuring that Pearl Harbor and 
nearby Hickham Field, an air base, were unprepared for the 
attack and therefore destroyed. It was said that Washington 
withheld vital intelligence from Hawaii, sacrificing Ameri-
can lives for the political purpose of getting the United States 
into the war.

In fact, the lack of preparation at Pearl Harbor was 
shameful but not at all unusual in a bureaucracy in which 
every individual’s chief goal is his own security. As early as 
1924, air-power advocate General Billy Mitchell pointed 

out that Pearl was vulnerable to air attack. In 1932, Admiral 
Harry Yarnell snuck two aircraft carriers and four cruisers to 
within bombing range of Oahu before his presence was de-
tected. In the first days of December 1941, indications that 
something was brewing were either ignored or reached the 
appropriate desks only after unjustifiable delays. At Hick-
ham Field, fighter planes were drawn up wing tip to wing 
tip so that they could be protected against sabotage on the 
ground. This made their destruction from the air all the 
simpler. When the attack began, few fighters were able to 
get into the air.

But there was no conspiracy to set Pearl Harbor up for a 
devastating defeat. The blunders of officials in  Washington 
and of the military in Hawaii were just examples of the in-
competence with which all large bureaucracies are shot 
through. The key to the Japanese victory was the planning 
behind it, its execution, and more than a little luck in pull-
ing off total surprise. Nevertheless, there is little doubt that 

Rationing and Scrap Drives

In 1942, Japan’s conquest of Malaya gave it control of 
97 percent of the world’s rubber-tree plantations.  American 
stockpiles of rubber were limited—660,000 tons, about 
what the civilian market consumed in a year—and it was 
clear that military demands for it would be immense. So, 
early in 1942, the federal 
government froze the sale 
of new automobile tires 
and even forbade recap-
ping. Volunteers were 
urged to help with the war 
effort by collecting scrap 
rubber. A Seattle shoe-
maker contributed 6 tons 
of worn rubber heels that, 
for some mysterious rea-
son, he had saved. People 
cleared closets of old over-
shoes. The Secretary of 
the Interior took to pick-
ing up rubber doormats 
in federal office buildings. 
Recycled rubber was not 
suitable for tire manufac-
ture, but using it to make other products freed raw rubber 
for that purpose.

The rubber shortage, not a gasoline shortage (there 
was none), underlay the first limitations on driving and 
gas rationing. FDR proclaimed a nationwide speed limit 
of 35 miles per hour; pleasure driving was discouraged. 
Zealous officials of the Office of Price Administration 

 jotted down license numbers at picnics, race tracks, con-
cert halls, and athletic events, although cooler heads pre-
vented wholesale prosecutions.

The miles a car could be driven each week was deter-
mined by a sticker issued to each car owner. People with 

no urgent need to drive 
were given “A” stickers, 
which entitled them to 
4 gallons of gasoline a 
week, later 3, and for 
a short time 2. A “B” 
sticker added a few gal-
lons; they were issued to 
workers in defense plants 
for whom there was no 
public transportation 
available. Physicians and 
others for whom driv-
ing was essential got “C” 
cards and a few more 
gallons. Truckers (“T”) 
got unlimited gas, as did 
some others, including 
political bigwigs whose 

“X” cards were a point of angry resentment. Counterfeit 
gas stickers (usually “C” category; “X” attracted too much 
attention) were common; stickers were stolen from federal 
offices and sold. The OPA discovered that 20 million gal-
lons worth of cards were missing just in Washington.

Many goods vital to the war effort were collected by 
voluntary organizations. The Boy Scouts sponsored scrap 
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How They Lived

drives in 1942 and 1943, collecting discarded or unneeded 
iron, steel, brass, and tin; newspaper and cardboard; old 
nylon stockings (for making powder bags); and bacon 
grease (used in munitions manufacture). Some scrap 
drives were more trouble than they were worth, but not 
those that collected iron, steel, tin, and paper. Scrap iron 
and steel made a significant contribution to manufactur-
ing and about half of the country’s tin and paper products 
made during the war originated not in mines and forests 
but in neighborhood drives. The Boy Scouts’ first scrap 
paper drive was so productive that in June 1942 the gov-
ernment had to call a temporary halt to it.

The tin shortage was responsible for the rationing of 
canned foods. In order to buy a can of corn or sardines, 
as well as coffee, butter, cheese, meat, and some other food 
items, a consumer had to hand the grocer ration stamps 
as well as money. Books of stamps were issued regularly 
and served as a parallel currency. In order to buy a pound 
of hamburger, a shopper needed meat stamps worth 
7 “points” as well as the purchase price. A pound of butter 
cost 16 points; a pound of cheese, 8 points. The tiny stamps 
were color-coded red (meat, butter), blue (processed food), 
green, and brown. More than 3.5 billion of them changed 
hands every month. In order to restock shelves, grocers 
had to turn in the stamps they had collected from custom-
ers to a wholesaler who, in turn, had to deposit them with 
a bank in order to make additional purchases.

Except for the limits on butter, the rations were not strin-
gent. The weekly sugar ration was 8 ounces a person, about 
as much as a dentist would wish on a patient. In 1943,  despite 
rationing, the American standard of living was 16 percent 

higher than it had been in 1939. By 1945,  Americans were 
eating more food and spending more money on it than 
ever before. Only butter consumption dropped appreciably, 
from 17 to 11 pounds per capita per year.

The OPA noticed a curious fact about coffee and cig-
arette consumption. Coffee was rationed because of the 
shortage of ships available to carry it from South Amer-
ica. When rationing began in November 1942 (1 pound 
per person every five weeks), people began to hoard it. At 
restaurants, diners traded their dessert for an extra cup. 
When coffee rationing was discontinued in July 1943, cof-
fee sales dropped! Then, in the fall, when a coffee stamp 
was mistakenly included in the ration books, Americans 
stripped market shelves bare. When the OPA announced 
that there was no coffee ration, sales dropped again. Cig-
arettes were rationed because 30 percent of the tobacco 
industry’s production was reserved for the 10 percent of 
the population in the armed forces. Among civilians, the 
principle that rationing defined a commodity as desirable 
may have caused an increase in smoking.

One happy consequence of wartime shortages was the 
popularity of gardening. There was no shortage of fresh 
vegetables and they were never rationed. But canned veg-
etables were. So, the government encouraged “victory 
gardens.” Some 20.5 million families had planted them by 
1945. Americans were raising between 30 and 40 percent 
of the vegetables grown in the United States in small plots. 
When the war ended, however, Americans quickly forgot 
how much better tasting freshly picked vegetables were. By 
1950, they had returned to canned vegetables and the fro-
zen products of Clarence Birdseye.

President Roosevelt was relieved to be officially into the war 
with the entire country behind him.

Getting the Job Done
Of all the people at war in 1942, only the Japanese celebrated 
the outbreak. Europeans, including Germans before the 
Blitzkrieg victories, turned their collars up upon hearing the 
news and walked on. In the United States, the popular at-
titude was and remained: There’s a job to be done; let’s get 
it over with.

Popular songs of the era, “I’ll Be Seeing You” and “I’ll Never 
Smile Again,” were melancholy, about the separation of lov-
ers and their longing to be together again. There was little of 
the cocky, exuberant patriotism of George M. Cohan’s an-
them of World War I, “Over There.” Seven times during the 
war, popular illustrator Norman Rockwell painted covers for 
the Saturday Evening Post showing an American soldier com-
ing home.

Lady Pilots
During World War II 350,000 women volunteered for military 
service. A few of them were pilots, which inspired the idea 
of training other women to fly. The thousand who served 
in the Women’s Airforce Service did not fly in combat. 
However, by testing aircraft, towing targets for artillery 
training, and ferrying planes from factories to seaports for 
shipment to the war zones, they freed a thousand male 
pilots for combat duty.

In one way, the women were better than most Air 
Corps and Navy pilots: They were more versatile. Combat 
pilots specialized in the single aircraft to which they were 
assigned. The women who ferried planes flew them all. 
When the B-29 was introduced, many Air Corps pilots 
complained they were difficult to fly. They were told, “if 
girls can fly them, . . .”
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Organizing for Victory
Military mobilization was underway before Pearl Harbor. 
By 1942, more than 1.5 million Americans were in uniform. 
By the end of the war, the total number of soldiers, sailors, 
 airmen, and women in auxiliary corps climbed to 15 million.

The draft provided the majority of “GIs,” the soldiers’ 
self-adopted name for  themselves. (It referred to the “gov-
ernment issue” designation of uniforms and other equip-
ment.) Draft boards made up of local civic leaders worked 
efficiently and with remarkably few irregularities to fill 
the demands. The “Friends and Neighbors” who informed 
young men of their fate with the salutation—“Greetings”—
exempted only the physically disabled and those with jobs 
designated as essential to the war effort: farmers and work-
ers in defense plants. (One draftee in three was classified 
“4F,” rejected for physical reasons.)

With time, another exemption was added: “Sole surviving 
sons,” men of draft age all of whose brothers had been killed 
in action, were not asked to serve. In the windows of homes 
that lost a soldier were hung small banners, a gold star signi-
fying a lost son or husband.

Money was mobilized. When the war began, the govern-
ment was spending $2 billion a month on the military. Dur-
ing the first half of 1942, the expenditure rose to $15 billion 
monthly. By the time Japan surrendered in August 1945, the 
costs of the war totaled more than $300 billion. In less than 
four years, the American government spent more money 
than it had spent during the previous 150 years of the na-
tion’s existence. The national debt, already high in 1941 at 
$48 billion, doubled and redoubled to $247 billion.

Big Business
A few businessmen resisted wartime restrictions on their 
operations, particularly labor laws designed to avoid strikes. 
The least graceful was Sewell L. Avery, head of the retail chain 
Montgomery Ward. New Deal relief measures had saved his 
company from bankruptcy and full employment during the 
war meant bonanza profi ts for Ward’s. But Avery had to be 
carried bodily to jail for refusing to obey a law that guaran-
teed his employees the right to join a union.

He was not typical. Most big businessmen, including for-
mer critics of the Roosevelt administration, accepted union-
ization and, when asked, rushed to Washington to join the 
government. Corporation executives recognized that the 
government’s astronomical expenditures meant prosperity. 
General Motors was paid 8 percent of all federal expendi-
tures between 1941 and 1945, $1 of every $12.50 that the 
government spent.

General Motors president, William S. Knudsen, was, there-
fore, delighted to be a “dollar-a-year man,” a business execu-
tive who worked for Roosevelt for that sum. Knudsen headed 
the War Resources Board (WRB), established in August 1939 
to oversee the conversion of factories to military production.

New Alphabet Agencies
After the congressional elections of 1942, which brought 
many conservative Republicans to Washington, Roosevelt 

announced that “Dr. New Deal” had been dismissed from 
the country’s case and “Dr. Win-the-War” was now en-
gaged. He explained that since there was now full employ-
ment, the government’s social programs were no longer 
necessary.

The creation of new government agencies continued 
apace. In addition to Knudsen’s WRB, the Supplies Pri-
orities and Allocation Board (SPAB) under dollar-a-year 
man Donald M. Nelson of Sears Roebuck was commis-
sioned to ensure that raw materials, particularly the scarce 
and critical ones, were reserved for military production. 
The Office of Price Administration (OPA) had the task 
of controlling consumer prices so that the combination 
of high wages and scarce goods did not cause a runaway 
inflation.

After Pearl Harbor, a National War Labor Board (NWLB) 
was set up to mediate industrial disputes. Its purpose was 
to guarantee that production was uninterrupted and that 
wage increases remained within government-defined lim-
its. This irked many of Roosevelt’s former supporters in 
the labor movement, none of them more powerful than 
John L. Lewis of the United Mine Workers, who returned 
to the Republican party. But the NWLB also worked to 
ensure that employees were not gouged by avaricious em-
ployers. The board was reasonably successful. There were 
strikes, including a serious one led by Lewis in 1943, but 
labor relations were generally good, and union member-
ship continued to rise.

The Office of War Mobilization (OWM) was the most im-
portant of the new alphabet agencies. Theoretically, it over-
saw all aspects of the mobilized economy, as Bernard Baruch 
had done during the First World War. It was considered im-
portant enough that James F. Byrnes of South Carolina re-
signed from the Supreme Court to head it. He was widely 
considered an “assistant president.”

Success
The size of the federal government swelled from 1.1 million 
civilian employees in 1940 to 3.3 million in 1945. (State gov-
ernments grew at almost the same rate.) Inevitably there was 
waste (agencies doing the same thing), ineffi ciency (agencies 
fi ghting at cross-purposes with one another), and corruption 
(lots of people doing nothing but collecting paychecks). But 
with national unity and military victory constantly touted as 
essential, the few critics of the problems, such as Republican 
Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio, were unable to have much 
effect. Taft was a thoughtful man but also a knee-jerk carper. 
The most effective check on waste, ineffi ciency, and corrup-
tion was the Senate War Investigating Committee, which was 
headed by a New Deal Democrat from Missouri, Senator 
Harry S. Truman.

Lessons learned during the First World War and the ad-
ministrative skills of the dollar-a-year businessmen worked 
wonders in production. New factories and factories for-
merly given to the manufacture of America’s automobiles 
canceled civilian production for the duration and churned 
out trucks, tanks, the famous jeeps, and  amphibious 



 vehicles in incredible numbers. In 1944 alone, 96,000 air-
planes (260 per day) rolled out of American factories. In-
dustrialist Henry J. Kaiser perfected an assembly line for 
producing simple and cheap but serviceable freighters, the 
Liberty ships. American shipbuilders sent 10 million tons 
of shipping down the ways between 1941 and 1945. The 
Ford Motor Company alone produced more war materiel 
than all of Italy.

The Workers
Anyone unemployed either could not work or was a congeni-
tal loafer. Factories running at capacity had diffi culty fi nding 
enough people to fi ll the jobs that needed doing. There was 

Liberty Ships
Maximum mass production means making something no 
better than it has to be to do its job. What counts is the 
numbers of the commodity produced. The “Liberty Ships” 
of World War II may be the most amazing application of 
that principle in history. Liberty ships were absolutely no-
frills boxcars of the seas: 441 feet long, 57 feet across the 
beam, with cheap rudimentary engines. Because their 
hulls were welded rather than riveted together, they were 
far from sturdy. Some of the 200 that sank during the war 
went down not because of German torpedoes but because 
they broke up in storms.

But they were as good as they had to be. Welding made 
it possible for shipyards employing men and women with 
no shipbuilding experience to finish a liberty ship in as 
few as forty days after the keel was laid. Some 2,700 of 
them were built between 1941 and 1944. By 1945, several 
new Liberty Ships were rolling down the ways every day. 
Liberty ships were so cheap that when one completed 
a single voyage (carrying freight enough to fill 300 railroad 
cars), it paid for itself. Their design was such a masterpiece 
of simplicity that just a few old sailors in an otherwise 
inexperienced crew of forty-five (plus thirty-five navy 
gunners) could sail one.

Second-Class Soldiers
African Americans served in every branch 
of the armed forces in all-black units. 
As in World War I, most were assigned 
noncombatant duties. Many of the GIs 
who drove truckloads of supplies to 
the front in Europe were black. African 
American supply soldiers and sailors 
endured the same terrifying Japanese 
fire on American amphibious attacks 
that soldiers and marines with rifles did. 

Bowing to pressure, the Army Air Corps 
commissioned the all-black 99th Fighter 
Squadron, the “Tuskegee Airmen,” which 
fought in Europe.

Black nurses were subjected to an 
indignity they bitterly resented. When not 
caring for wounded African American 
soldiers, they were assigned not to 
hospitals for white American soldiers but 
to care for German prisoners of war. Black 
GIs traveling in the South in April 1944 told 

of being able to get cups of coffee only at a 
railroad station lunchroom, but they were 
told they had to drink it while standing 
outside. “About a dozen German prisoners 
of war with two American guards came to 
the station. They entered the lunchroom, 
sat at the tables, had their meals served, 
talked, smoked, in fact had quite a swell 
time. I stood on the outside looking in, and I 
could not help but ask myself why are they 
treated better than we are?”

a signifi cant shift of population to the West Coast as the de-
mands of the Pacifi c war led to the growth of defense indus-
tries in Seattle, Oakland, San Diego, and Long Beach. Among 
the new Californians (the population of the Golden State 
rose from 6.9 million in 1940 to 10.5 million in 1950) were 
hundreds of thousands of African Americans. Finding well-
paid factory jobs previously closed to them, blacks also won 
a sense of security unknown to earlier generations because 
of the colorblind policies of CIO unions and FDR’s executive 
order in 1941 that war contractors observe fair practices in 
employing blacks.

Women, including many of middle age who had never 
worked for wages, entered the labor force in large numbers. 
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702 Chapter 42 Going to War Again

The symbol of the lady working in an unladylike job was 
“Rosie the Riveter.” Rosie might have forearms like a boxer 
from wielding a heavy riveting gun, but she was reassuringly 
feminine, made up and lipsticked. Women performed just 
about every kind of job in the industrial economy. By the end 
of the war, 16.5 million women were working; they made up 
more than a third of the civilian labor force.

Few of these genuinely independent women were femi-
nists. Rosie after Rosie told newspaper reporters that they 
looked forward to the end of the war when they could quit 
their factory jobs and return to the home as wives and moth-
ers. They were the perfect wartime workforce: intelligent, ed-
ucated, energetic, patriotic, and, most of them, uninterested 
in competing with the soldiers who eventually would come 
back and take their jobs.

Prosperity
The Offi ce of Price Administration was remarkably suc-
cessful in its very diffi cult assignment. Coveted consumer 
goods—coffee, butter, sugar, some canned foods, meat, 
shoes, liquor, silk, rayon, and nylon—were scarce because 

of rationing, but high wages meant that workers had plenty 
of money to spend. (Real wages rose 50 percent during the 
war.) The black market, the illegal sale of rationed goods, 
never got out of control and prices rose only moderately 
between 1942 and 1945. Unable to consume wholesale, 
Americans pumped their wages into savings accounts, in-
cluding $15 billion in loans to the government in the form 
of war bonds. It became a point of patriotic pride with 
some women to paint the seam of a nylon stocking on their 
calves.

There was an element of good-humored innocence in the 
way Americans fought the Second World War. If they did 
not believe that a problem-free world would follow victory 
(no one doubted that the Allies would win), Americans were 
confident that they were in the right. By the time the fight-
ing was over, 290,000 Americans were dead. Shocking as that 
figure is,  American losses were negligible compared to the 
losses of other belligerents. Winston Churchill had described 
the year 1940, when the British stood alone against Nazism, 
as “their finest hour.” The years Americans were at war were 
their finest hours.
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azi Germany was defeated by British pluck, 
 Russian blood, and American industrial might. 
By holding out alone against Hitler in 1940 and 
1941, Britain prevented the Nazis from establish-
ing an impregnable “Fortress Europe.” In saving 

their island, the British saved the base that made an invasion 
of continental Europe possible. The Soviet Union sapped the 
might of the German Wehrmacht, killing 4.9 million  German 
soldiers and wounding 5.8 million, four times as many casu-
alties as the Americans and British together suffered.

The United States, with an economy double the size of 
 Germany’s and Japan’s combined, kept both Britain and 
 Russia afloat with its incredible industrial output. Without the 
American army and navy, Britain and the Soviet Union might 
have fought Germany to exhaustion and toppled Hitler, but it 
is highly unlikely they could have won the total victory with 
which the war ended had the United States not been an ally.

Against Japan, the Chinese tied down a million Japanese 
soldiers on the Asian mainland (without fighting them 
much). British, Dutch, Australians, and New Zealanders bore 
the brunt of Japanese power in the South Asian theater of 
operations. But the two-front Pacific war against Japan that 
proved decisive was largely an American show. World War II 
was America’s “Great War,” the victory of 1945 perhaps 
America’s greatest contribution to Western civilization.

STOPPING JAPAN
Americans knew that they were in a fi ght between  December 
1941 and August 1945. Adults remembered the day Pearl 
Harbor was attacked, D-Day when the invasion of Europe 

began, the day Franklin D. Roosevelt died, and V-E Day and 
V-J Day, when Germany and Japan surrendered. The memo-
ries ended up sweet, sustaining a generation with the knowl-
edge that their lives had had some meaning.

Humiliation and Anger
The fi rst months after Pearl Harbor brought nothing but 
more bad news. After Admiral Yamamoto shattered the 
American Pacifi c Fleet, the Japanese army advanced easily 
into Malaya, Hong Kong, the Philippines, Java, and Guam. 
Within a few weeks, the dramatic Japanese battle fl ag, rays 
emanating from the rising sun, snapped in the breezes of 

Chapter 43

Their Finest Hours
Americans in the Second World War 
1942–1945

We are now in this war. We are all in it—all the way. Every single man, woman, 
and child is a partner in the most tremendous undertaking of our American history.

—Franklin D. Roosevelt

Prisoners of War
The Americans who surrendered on Wake Island and in the 
Philippines were prisoners of war for more than three years. 
A third of them died in Japanese camps, and that was not the 
war’s worst record. Two-thirds of the Russians taken prisoner 
by the Germans died in camps. As many as 80 percent of 
the Germans captured by the Russians died. Virtually every 
Chinese soldier the Japanese captured was killed.

Only 1 percent of Germans in American POW camps died; 
the figure was actually lower for Americans in German Stalags. 
The vicious SS operated some German POW camps, but the 
Luftwaffe insisted on custody of captured American and British 
airmen and strictly observed the Geneva Convention on the 
treatment of POWs. Until the Battle of the Bulge in December 
1944, almost all American soldiers in German hands were 
airmen.
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British Singapore and Burma, and the Dutch East Indies, 
present-day Indonesia.

There was heroism in the sequence of disasters. On Wake 
Island in the central Pacific, a mere 450 marines held off a 
Japanese onslaught for two weeks, killing 3,000 before they 
surrendered. On Luzon in the Philippines, 20,000 GIs under 
General Douglas MacArthur and a larger force of Filipinos 
fought valiantly to hold back far greater numbers of Japanese 
on the Bataan Peninsula and, at the end, the rocky fortress 
island of Corregidor in Manila Bay. At first the men thought 
relief was on the way. Slowly the sickening truth sank in: 
They were the “battling bastards of Bataan,” quite alone and 
expendable, an ocean away from a crippled navy. Neverthe-
less, they grimly carried out the hopeless task of delaying and 
punishing the Japanese.

General MacArthur was prepared to stay and surrender. 
However, Roosevelt ordered the nation’s best-known gen-
eral to flee to Australia in a submarine. FDR must have 
been tempted to let MacArthur fall into Japanese hands. 
With good reason, he disliked and distrusted the general. 
Indeed, aside from a coterie of devoted aides, MacArthur 
had alienated much of the military’s top brass. He was an 
egomaniac and an insufferable posturer in Mussolini’s 
league. He had cultivated a stage persona complete with 
props—sunglasses and a deep-bowled corncob pipe. “I 
studied dramatics under MacArthur,” General Dwight 
D. Eisenhower waspishly remarked. MacArthur also had 
a history of ignoring orders or interpreting them to suit 
himself and he was openly political, a taboo in the Ameri-
can military.

For all that, his personal bravery and flashes of military 
genius were undeniable. FDR believed that MacArthur was, 
if not essential to winning the war with Japan, vital. The 
general’s connection with the Philippines was lifelong and 
mutually affectionate. When MacArthur left the islands, he 
promoted his mystique and inspired the Philippine resis-
tance (the most effective resistance in Asia or Europe) with a 
radio message that concluded, “I shall return.”

On May 6, 1942, the last ragged, starving, and sick defend-
ers of Corregidor surrendered. American dismay at their de-
feat gave way to livid anger when reports trickled back to the 
United States of Japanese cruelty toward their prisoners on 
the infamous Bataan Death March. Of 10,000 men forced to 
walk to a prison camp in the interior, 1,000 died on the way. 
(Another 5,000 died in the camp.)

Japanese Strategy
During the siege of Corregidor, the Japanese piled up victo-
ries in South Asia and Oceania. British and empire forces and 
Dutch soldiers who escaped from Indonesia—there were not 
many of them after two years of war in Europe—retreated to 
India. Japanese strategy was to establish a defensive perime-
ter beginning at the Burmese-Indian border, extending south 
and east between the Dutch East Indies and New Guinea and 
Australia and then far enough into the Pacifi c that the United 
States, the only offensive threat, could not bomb Japan.

Had further advances been possible—into India,  Australia, 
the Central Pacific—the Japanese were prepared to venture 
them. But the outer defensive perimeter was the only essen-
tial. With an impregnable defensive position, the Japanese 
believed they could force Britain and the United States to 
negotiate a peace that would leave the Japanese empire su-
preme in East Asia.

By early May 1942, the outer perimeter was complete ex-
cept for southern New Guinea around Port Moresby where 
Australian and recently arrived American troops stubbornly 
held on. Admiral Yamamoto moved his yet unbloodied fleet 
to the Coral Sea off Australia’s northeastern coast to cut the 
supply line between Hawaii and Australia, thus choking off 
the resistance in New Guinea.

Coral Sea and Midway
On May 6 and 7, 1942, the Japanese and American fl eets 
fought to a standoff. The battle of the Coral Sea was a new 
kind of naval encounter in that the ships of the opposing 
forces never caught sight of one another. Carrier-based 

19441942 1943 1945

May 1942 Surrender of Corregidor; Battle of Coral Sea; fighting in New Guinea
June 1942 Midway: tide turns

Nov 1943 Tarawa

Oct 1944 Landing in Philippines

Iwo Jima falls; kamikaze attacks begin  Mar 1945
April 1945 Okinawa

Hiroshima and Nagasaki; Japan surrenders  Aug 1945

Nov 1942 Americans in North Africa

Feb 1943 German surrender at Stalingrad; tide turns
July 1943 Invasion of Sicily

June 1944 D-Day

Germany surrenders; FDR dies in office  April 1945

Dec 1944 Battle of Bulge

Pacific Theater European Theater

World War II 1942–1945

STOPPING JAPAN 705
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aircraft did the fi ghting, attacking enemy vessels and one 
another. Japanese losses were lighter than those the Ameri-
cans suffered. Early in the war, Japanese pilots were better 
trained and more experienced than American pilots, having 
fl own combat missions in China. The Japanese fi ghters, the 
“Zeros,” were superior to every other plane in Asia. When the 
Zero was introduced in China in September 1940, 13 of them 
downed 27 Chinese planes within ten minutes. They had 
their weaknesses, however; powered by small engines, they 
were not well armored. Their fuel tanks were vulnerable, and 
they were clumsy in a dive. The Hellcat and the Corsair were 
developed specifi cally to defeat Zeros, and they did.

Coral Sea was a tactical victory for the Japanese, but a stra-
tegic setback. Admiral Yamamoto had to abandon his plan to 
cut the southern shipping lanes. He had “run wild” not for a 
year, as he expected to do, but for only five months.

Yamamoto turned immediately to the central Pacific where 
Japanese supply lines were more secure. His object was the 
American naval and air base on the island of  Midway, about 
a thousand miles northwest of Hawai’i. There, between 
June 3 and June 6, 1942, the Japanese suffered a major defeat. 
U.S. intelligence had broken the Japanese naval code, knew 
 Yamamoto’s object, and a fleet under Admirals Raymond A. 
Spruance and Frank Fletcher was waiting for him. They lost 
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the carrier Yorktown to Japanese dive bombers and torpe-
does, but American planes destroyed four Japanese carriers.

It was worse than a one-for-four trade. Japan lacked the 
resources to replace fabulously expensive aircraft carriers 
as easily as the United States could. During the war, Japan 
would commission 14 new carriers of various sizes, the 
United States 104. The loss of 4 carriers six months into the 
war was a more serious setback than even the pessimistic 
Yamamoto anticipated. The defeat at Midway put an end to 
Japan’s offensive capacity. Much earlier than he had planned, 
Yamamoto had to shift to defending what the Japanese had 
won, the Japanese army to fortifying the islands on the outer 
perimeter.

Yamamoto did not live to see the catastrophic end to 
 Japan’s war. By 1943, the Americans were reading Japanese 
naval communiques only minutes after the officers to whom 
they were radioed. They learned that Yamamoto would be 
flying over Bougainville in the Solomon Islands and shot 
down his plane, killing the admiral. By remaining silent until 
the Japanese announced Yamamoto’s death, they nurtured 
the Japanese illusion that the American attack had been 
 routine and just lucky in killing Yamamoto. The Japanese 
never discovered that their code had been deciphered.

Hysteria
About 200,000 Japanese immigrants (called Issei) and 
their children (Nisei) lived in Hawai’i, more than a third 
of the islands’ population. About 120,000 Japanese and 
Japanese Americans lived in the continental United States, 
almost all in the Pacifi c States. For fi fty years, California 
politicians had aggravated racist feelings by railing against 
them as the “yellow peril.” Newspapers owned by  William 
Randolph Hearst had been particularly ugly. (Hearst, 
convinced he personally was Japan’s Number One Target 
after Pearl Harbor, hurriedly moved out of his palace, San 
Simeon, which overlooked the Pacifi c and could, indeed, 
had the Japanese taken him seriously, have been shelled 
from a submarine.)

Hearst was not the only hysteric in the weeks after Pearl 
Harbor. For a few days, parts of Los Angeles were near panic 
because of a rumor the Japanese were invading. Coastal 
communities in California organized networks of civilian 
lookouts, hundreds of volunteers training binoculars on the 
horizon. In Hawai’i, several high-ranking officers called on 
Washington to evacuate the Issei and Nisei. They were tact-
fully diverted to other concerns when it was pointed out that 
Japanese Hawai’ians were the backbone of the islands’ labor 
force, 90 percent of the carpenters and transportation work-
ers. Evacuate them, and the Hawaiian economy would cease 
to exist. Moreover, there was no evidence that more than a 
handful of Japanese-Americans harbored sympathies for 
Japan. A mere 1,400 of the 200,000 Hawaiian Japanese were 
interned as suspects.

In California, Japanese-Americans were only 1 percent 
of the population. There, however, popular hysteria threat-
ened to develop into social disorder. Chinese and Koreans 
wore buttons reading “I am not Japanese” to avoid being 
roughed up. The Justice Department announced that very 
few  Japanese, all known to the Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion, were disloyal (2,000 suspects were arrested; most were 
quickly exonerated of subversive activities). Indeed, Japan’s 
consul in Los Angeles had advised Tokyo that, in the event 
of war, no help whatsoever would be forthcoming from the 
Japanese-American community. He never bothered to insti-
tute a program to recruit saboteurs.

Internment Camps
But California’s attorney general, Earl Warren, and the com-
manding general at San Francisco’s Presidio, John W. DeWitt, 
joined the anti-Japanese clamor. DeWitt argued, in a triumph 
of logic, that “the very fact that no sabotage has taken place to 
date is a disturbing and confi rming indication that such ac-
tion will be taken.” FDR gave in. Executive Order 9066 forbade 
“Japanese,” including American-born citizens, to reside in a 
broad “coastal zone.” About 9,000 Nisei responded by heading 
east by train and automobile. Service stations would not sell 

Navy torpedo planes attack the 
Japanese aircraft carrier Shoho at 
the Battle of the Coral Sea. (One 
is below the bow, one silhouetted 
against the smoke.) This is how most 
World War II naval battles were 
fought: planes attacking warships, 
planes defending warships. Very 
rarely were enemy vessels close 
enough to fire at one another with 
their big guns. Battleships had to 
have carrier protection. Their chief 
use was shelling Japanese targets on 
land.
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them gasoline; others were turned back, quite illegally, at the 
Nevada line. So, early in 1942, the federal government forcibly 
removed 110,000 Japanese Americans from their homes and 
interned them in hurriedly constructed camps in seven states, 
from inland California to Arkansas.

Some federal officials were appalled by the idea of Ameri-
can internment camps. Because the criteria for relocation 
were ancestry and race, and many internees were native-born 
citizens, the federal government itself was flaunting the Four-
teenth Amendment. The protests were usually ignored; when 
it was not, the government’s response was, “don’t you know 
there’s a war on?” In June 1943, now governor Earl Warren 
said that if the internment camps were closed, “no one will 
be able to tell a saboteur from any other Jap.” In Korematsu 
v. the United States (1944), the Supreme Court voted 6 to 3 
to uphold an action that cost 110,000 people their freedom 
for several years and about $350 million in lost property. Earl 
Warren would soon be known as the leading liberal on the 
Supreme Court. In 1944, eight of the nine justices were New 
Deal liberals appointed to the Court by FDR.

The internment of Japanese-Americans was the most 
massive federal violation of civil liberties in the history of 
the United States. However, the internment camps should 
not be equated with Nazi, Japanese, and Soviet concentra-
tion camps as has sometimes been done. Life in the camps 
was humiliating, but there was no cruelty, brutality, or forced 
labor, let alone murder. On the contrary, most camp supervi-
sors were disgusted by the internment. They helped internees 
find employment outside the fences, provided recreational 
and educational programs in the camps, helped intern-
ees protect property they had been forced to abandon, and 
nagged Washington to close the camps. Some 17,000 Nisei,
the majority from Hawai’i, enlisted in the army. Some served 
as translators and interrogators in the Pacific; most were 
combat soldiers in Europe.

About 1,700 pro-Nazis were arrested, members of the 
 German-American Bund and the Silver Shirts, a copycat of 
the Nazi’s elite Storm Troopers. Altogether, 10,000  German 
alien residents and a few Italians were interned. Most 
 Japanese internees were home or, at least, released in 1944, 
the last early in 1945. By then, high government officials, 
ashamed by their actions, refused to discuss the internment 
openly. Interestingly, former internees did not like to discuss 
their experiences. They regarded internment as a personal 
humiliation they pretended never happened.

DEFEATING GERMANY FIRST
Within a month after Pearl Harbor, President Roosevelt and 
his advisers concluded that, in the words of George  Marshall, 
the head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, “Germany is still the 
prime enemy and her defeat is the key to victory. Once 
Germany is defeated, the collapse of Italy and the defeat of 
Japan must follow.” Their reasoning was sound. Japan could 
not conceivably win its war. Nazi Germany, however, if en-
trenched in Fortress Europe, could. Japan did not threaten the 
Western Hemisphere. The Nazis had friends, albeit  cautious 

friends, in several South American dictators, and there were 
large, sympathetic German populations in Brazil, Uruguay, 
and Argentina. Except for a few months early in 1942 when it 
was vital to maintain a foothold in New Guinea, the bulk of 
resources was devoted to the European theater of operations; 
just 15 percent, later 30 percent of men and materiel went to 
the Pacifi c.

The Sherman Tank
By 1943, most American weapons were superior to their 
German and Japanese counterparts. One exception was 
the Sherman tank. It was slower than the German Tiger; 
its cannon had considerably less range; and its armor was 
inferior. Tigers blew so many of them up German soldiers 
called them “Ronsons,” after the cigarette lighter.

Nevertheless, Sherman tanks won most of their battles. 
The difference was numbers. Germany built 8,000 tanks 
during the war, the United States 50,000. The Sherman’s 
weaknesses were known before it went into production. The 
army opted for mass production rather than a better design 
that would take longer to build and cost more.

Friction among the Allies
Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Churchill often dis-
agreed, but, until late in the war, the two men were bound 
together by affection, admiration, and trust. Their relations 
with Soviet Premier Stalin, on the other hand, were distorted 
by suspicions on Stalin’s part that could brim over into 
paranoia. Churchill had been an aggressive anticommunist 
throughout his long career. He did not pretend that the alli-
ance with the Soviet Union was anything other than a matter 
of expediency. He said that if hell declared war on Germany, 
he would manage to say a kind word about the devil in the 
House of Commons.

Roosevelt had never thought of Communist rule in  Russia 
an American concern. Personally, he soon discovered he had 
a soft spot for Stalin personally; he referred to him privately 
as “Uncle Joe.” FDR believed that he could allay the Russian’s 
suspicions that he and Churchill wanted to sit out the ground 
war while Germany and the Soviet Union destroyed one 
another.

So, in an attempt to hinder Hitler’s onslaught in Russia, 
the United States Army Air Corps (the forerunner of the Air 
Force) joined the British in nearly constant day and night 
bombing raids over German industrial areas. Eventually, 
2.7 million tons of bombs would level German cities. On an 
impulse explicable only by Roosevelt’s sensitivity to Stalin’s 
fears—for it was utterly out of the question—FDR told Stalin 
that, before 1942 was out, the British and Americans would 
open a second front in the west, easing the pressure on the 
Soviets. The best the western Allies could do to honor his ill-
advised pledge was to attack on German and Italian forces in 
North Africa. It was not a front that meant enough to Hitler 
to weaken his army on the Eastern front.



The African Campaign and Stalingrad
The British and Anzacs (Australians and New Zealanders) had 
been fi ghting a seesaw stalemate in Libya and Egypt against 
Italian troops and German Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s 
Afrika Korps since the beginning of the war. In mid-1942, the 
Germans and Italians had the upper hand, having advanced 
to a line not far from Alexandria, thus threatening the Suez 
Canal, Britain’s link with India.

In October, under the command of British General 
 Bernard Montgomery, their arsenal beefed up by Sherman 
tanks from the United States, the British launched a counter-
attack at El Alamein. Montgomery sent the Germans reeling. 
In November 1942, as the British advanced from the east, 
Americans commanded by General Dwight D. Eisenhower 
landed far to the west in French North Africa.

It was Eisenhower’s first experience in combat, and it 
did not go well. After winning over French generals in 
Morocco bound to Hitler by treaty, Eisenhower led raw 
American tank forces east to Kasserine Pass where, in 
February 1943, they were soundly defeated by the Afrika 
Korps. It might have been the end of Eisenhower’s rapid 
rise in command except for two facts. First, at the same 

time as Kasserine Pass, deep within the Soviet Union, the 
Russians won one of the war’s pivotal Allied victories. The 
Red Army had been slugging it out with a German army 
of almost 200,000 men within the city of Stalingrad (now 
Volgograd) for six months. By February, Field Marshall 
Friedrich von Paulus’s command was reduced to 110,000 
in two small pockets with no airfields. Von Paulus sur-
rendered in February. (Only 5,000 of the 110,000 German 
prisoners taken at Stalingrad survived Russian prisoner of 
war camps.) Eisenhower’s defeat in North Africa was little 
noticed.

Second, Roosevelt’s Chief of Staff, General George C. 
Marshall, had taken note of Eisenhower’s considerable or-
ganizational abilities and, even more important with British 
and American generals jealous of one another and rarely in 
agreement on strategy, Eisenhower’s political skills. Cool and 
modest in manner, he was a magician in persuading head-
strong prima donnas to work together. Marshall jumped 
Eisenhower over 366 officers senior to him to make him 
commander of all Allied forces in Europe with the assign-
ment of planning and preparing the invasion of Hitler’s 
“Fortress Europe.”

General Dwight D. Eisenhower, supreme commander 
of the Allied Armies in Europe, with two of his ablest 
subordinates, Omar Bradley and George Patton. 
Bradley detested the flamboyant Patton and the feeling 
was mutual. Eisenhower’s ability to keep such rivals 
(and British Field Marshall Bernard Montgomery) 
in harness was why he was by far the best choice for 
overall command.
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The Invasion of Italy
Stalin had been demanding a second front in Europe since 
1942. Marshall had persuaded Roosevelt that an invasion in 
1942 was predestined to be a failure. When Stalin increased 
pressure in 1943, the British proposed that after clearing 
the Germans out of North Africa, the Allies open a second 
front in Italy. Marshall regarded such an advance as a waste; 
it would be impossible to defeat the Germans in the moun-
tainous peninsula. Persuaded that, for the sake of the Soviet 
alliance, it had to be done, Marshall backed down.

In July 1943, American, British, and Anzac forces invaded 
and, in six weeks, overran Sicily. Americans got their first 
 colorful war hero in the commander of the Third Army, 
General George Patton. Patton was a throwback, a warrior. 
He was a spit-and-polish general with a gleaming helmet and 
two pearl-handled revolvers. He ordered his men at the front 
to shave daily, to wear neckties, and to wash their jeeps. Oddly, 
his soldiers liked him because of his personal bravery and the 
coarse “blood and guts” language with which he rallied them. 
And because he was a winner, a superb commander of tanks.

Unfortunately, before the Allies moved from Sicily into 
Italy proper, Patton was relieved of his command. While 
visiting hospitals, he had rebuked two soldiers as cowards, 
slapping one of them in front of reporters. Eisenhower had 
no intention of losing the services of his best combat com-
mander, but he had to silence Patton’s many critics by getting 
him out of the news. He assigned “Old Blood and Guts” to a 
desk job in England.

To take Patton’s place in Italy, Eisenhower made his worst 
assignment in the war. He named Mark Clark commander 
of the Fifth Army. Clark was as vain as Douglas MacArthur 
without MacArthur’s military talents. His Italian campaign 
was a series of blunders. Clark ordered the leveling, by 
bombardment, of an ancient mountain monastery, Monte 
Cassino, where German forces were holed up. The rubble 
the American guns created improved the German defenses. 
After a risky amphibious landing at Anzio north of Monte 
Cassino, one of Clark’s subordinates, with Clark’s backing, 
failed to advance. The astonished Germans counterattacked 
and came close to capturing the entire American army. 
When, in June 1944, the Germans abandoned Rome, Clark 
ignored orders to bypass the city and surround the German 
army while it was in light. Instead, he staged a glorious vic-
tory parade into undefended Rome. The Germans regrouped 
on the “Gothic Line” north of the city and held it to the end 

of the war, grinding up the men unfortunate enough to be 
commanded by Clark.

Ike
Headquartered in England, General Eisenhower—“Ike” was 
his nickname—supervised the mobilization of the greatest 
amphibious invasion the world had seen or ever will. His job 
involved assembling and maintaining 4,000 vessels, 11,000 
aircraft, tens of thousands of motor vehicles, and the same 
number of weapons of all sorts. Two million American, 
 British, French, and Polish soldiers and small detachments 
of half a dozen other countries had to be trained and coordi-
nated. He presided over constantly evolving complex plans. 
And through it all, he maintained cordial relations with 
 British generals unhappy with an American commander and 
even had a working relationship with General Charles De 
Gaulle of the Free French Forces. The French contingent was 
not numerous but, in De Gaulle’s eyes, the war was all about 
France, and he intensely disliked Americans.

Eisenhower made use of the suspended Patton to deceive 
the Germans as to where the Allies would invade France. He 
named Patton commander of a new army stationed in south-
eastern England far from the real jumping-off points of the 
D-Day forces. Patton’s army did not exist except for mock-ups 
visible from the air of barracks, tanks, trucks, planes, and the 
other components of an invasion force. The ruse worked; the 
 Germans were better prepared for invaders around  Calais, 
where the English Channel is narrowest, than they were in Nor-
mandy where the landing was made. Once the fighting began, 
Patton was given command of the Third Army, which was real.

GI Racketeers
In Naples, where supplies for American forces in Italy were 
landed, a third of the total, ranging from cigarettes and 
chocolate bars to trucks and tanks, was stolen by GI rings 
that sold the goods on the Italian black market and even 
in North Africa. One entire train vanished. Some supply 
sergeants and their officers came home with a lot of money 
in their duffel bags.

Ike’s Contingency Report
Knowing that he would have little free time on D-Day, on the 
evening before the assault, General Eisenhower scribbled 
out the following note to be dispatched to Washington in the 
event that the invasion of Normandy failed:

Our landings in the Cherbourg-Havre area have failed 
to gain a satisfactory foothold and I have withdrawn the 
troops. My decision to attack at this time and place was 
based upon the best information available. The troops, 
the air corps and the navy did all that bravery and 
devotion to duty could do. If any blame or fault attaches 
to the attempt it is mine alone.

“Replacement”
British and German policy was to withdraw divisions that 
were drastically reduced by casualties, replacing them at the 
front with entirely new or refreshed divisions. The American 
army kept decimated divisions on the front line and replaced 
lost men with fresh recruits. Divisions that fought all the way 
from Normandy to Germany had a 100 percent replacement 
rate. Four divisions had a 200 percent replacement.



Politics and Strategy
There were uneasy hours, but D-Day was a colossal success. 
In one day, 175,000 soldiers were put ashore. By the end of 
June, there were 450,000 American, British, Canadian, Free 
French, and Polish troops in France, and 71,000 vehicles. The 
army charged across France and into Paris on August 25. By 
September, they were in Belgium and across the German 
border. In three months, the Allies had taken more territory 
than the Allies of World War I had taken in more than three 
years.

The British and Americans disagreed about how to fin-
ish off the Germans. Field Marshall Montgomery wanted to 
concentrate Allied forces in a single mighty thrust into the 
heart of Germany. The plan had much to recommend it. 
However, Eisenhower tactfully rejected it for both military 
and diplomatic reasons. He feared that a rapid advance on 
a narrow front would expose the Allies’ flank and long sup-
ply line to a German counteroffensive that might surround 
the army. Ike preferred to exploit the Allies’ overwhelming 
superiority in men and armaments by advancing slowly on 
a broad front extending from the North Sea to the border of 
Switzerland.

Also arguing against a rapid thrust into Germany was the 
fact that, now that he had a second front, Stalin was worried 
that the Allies intended to negotiate a separate peace with 
Germany from deep within the country and join German 
troops in attacking the Red Army. A broad, slow advance 
would put Stalin’s suspicions to rest. Eisenhower was himself 
concerned that unless an orderly rendezvous of Allied and 

Russian troops was arranged—which could be done only 
when German resistance had ended—there might be spon-
taneous fighting between the two armies.

As always, however, Eisenhower aimed to please everyone. 
He consented to Montgomery’s proposal that he command 
a miniversion of his plan by making a dash into the Nether-
lands to capture the mouth of the Rhine River. Montgomery 
was defeated, less because his plan was faulty than because, 
untypical for him, he executed it poorly.

The Battle of the Bulge and the End
Some historians suggest that Eisenhower gave Montgomery 
the go-ahead because he hoped the British general would 
fall on his face. (Neither man much liked the other.) If so, 
 Eisenhower sustained a comeuppance of his own in  December 
1944. Paused in their broad, slow advance and expecting no 
action until spring, the American army in Belgium was hit 
with a German offensive far more powerful than Eisenhower 
believed the Germans capable.

The German goal was to split the broad front in two, pin 
the troops in the north against the North Sea, and capture 
the port of Antwerp, through which the Allies were receiv-
ing most of their supplies. The Battle of the Bulge (so-called 
because of the huge bulge the Germans pushed into Allied 
lines) came disturbingly close to succeeding. Snow and 
overcast prevented the Allies from bringing their air supe-
riority into play. An entire division under General Anthony 
 McAuliffe was surrounded at Bastogne. McAuliffe won his 
place in the quotations books by replying “Nuts!” when the 

D-Day, the “Longest Day” of the 
war and by far the most important 
single day on the western front. Had 
the Germans repelled the invasion of 
Fortress Europe, it would have meant 
at least a year before another landing 
anywhere on half the scale of D-Day 
could be attempted. The massiveness 
of the invasion—it remains the 
greatest amphibious attack in 
world history—is captured by this 
astounding photograph—of just a 
few hundred yards of coastline—
taken shortly after the landing.
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Germans  demanded he surrender. (An anonymous medic 
was the author of a cleverer remark: “they’ve got us sur-
rounded, the poor bastards.”)

During two anxious weeks, Patton led the Third Army in 
a race from the south whence he attacked the German flank. 

Then the weather cleared, permitting Allied planes to fly, and 
one by one, German defenses collapsed.

The Soviets closed in on Berlin, and a Hitler close to a men-
tal breakdown withdrew to a bunker under the  Chancery 
in Berlin where he presided over the disintegration of his 
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“Thousand-Year Empire.” To the end, he clung to the per-
verse Nazi romanticism. It was Götterdämmerung, the final 
battle of the Norse gods. The German people deserved their 
misery, he said, for letting their Führer down. On April 30, 
1945, Hitler committed suicide after naming Admiral Karl 
Doenitz his successor. A few days later, Doenitz surrendered.

The Yalta Conference
Eisenhower’s sensitivity to Russian suspicions refl ected 
President Roosevelt’s policy. He had insisted on “uncondi-
tional surrender” because, he thought, it would assure Stalin 
the United States would fi ght to the end. At a meeting with 
 Stalin at Teheran in Iran late in 1943, and again at Yalta in 
the Crimea in February 1945, FDR did his best to assuage the 
Russian dictator’s fears.

A few years later, when the Soviet Union was the Cold 
War enemy and Americans lamented Russian domination of 
Eastern Europe, Yalta became a byword for diplomatic blun-
der or, to many, for a sellout to Communism. It was at Yalta 
that Roosevelt did not press Stalin for specifics when Stalin 
said that the Soviet Union had “special interests” in eastern 
Europe.

Right-wing Republicans said that FDR handed the Poles, 
Czechs, Hungarians, Romanians, and Bulgarians over to 
 Stalin’s mercies because he was himself a Communist sym-
pathizer. Rational critics of American diplomacy said that the 
president’s weariness and illness, obvious in his haggard face 
and sagging jaw, affected his mental powers when he dealt 
with the calculating Stalin. At the Yalta conference, quite 
 privately, a British Air Marshall had remarked “his brain is 

obviously not what it was, . . . [he] is completely unable to 
think hard about anything.”

Plausible as that may have been, Roosevelt at his best 
could not have done much at Yalta to shape Stalin’s inten-
tions. He did not give Stalin anything that he did not already 
have. By February 1945, the Red Army occupied the Eastern 
 European countries that Stalin insisted must have govern-
ments “friendly” to the Soviet Union. No doubt Churchill 
and FDR expected Poland and other Eastern Europe coun-
tries to have greater independence than they were to have. 
Historians disagree as to whether Stalin was set on domina-
tion of the region in 1945 or made the decision to eliminate 
all opposition to Russian rule only two years later, when the 
Cold War was underway.

THE TWILIGHT OF JAPAN,
THE NUCLEAR DAWN
Also on Roosevelt’s mind at Yalta was his determination to 
bring the Soviet Union into the war against Japan so to save 
American lives in the fi nal battles. Stalin agreed that the Red 
Army would attack Japanese forces in China, in August 1945.

The Strategy
After the battle of Midway in June 1942, the United States 
aided the Chinese by fl ying supplies from British India “over 
the hump” of the Himalayas. The Kuomintang troops under 
Chiang Kai-shek and Communist soldiers commanded by 

Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin at the Yalta Conference. 
Stalin was older than FDR; Churchill was eight years 
older. It is hard to believe anyone who saw the weariness 
and illness in Roosevelt’s haggard face should have 
been surprised when, two months later, he was dead 
is a lesson in the infinite human capacity for wishful 
thinking. In fact, several aides at Yalta commented 
privately that FDR was not thinking clearly.
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Amphibious Landing

“Tarawa was not a very big battle, as battles go,” wrote 
G. D. Lillibridge, who was a second lieutenant there in 
 November 1943, “and it was all over in seventy-two hours.” 
The casualties were only 3,300 Marines, about the same 
number of Japanese soldiers plus 2,000 dead Japanese and 
Korean laborers who doubled as soldiers.

“Bloody Tarawa” was, nevertheless, a pivotal battle. If the 
totals were small by World War II standards, the incidence 
of casualties was shocking. Lillibridge’s 39-man platoon 
lost 26; 323 of 500 drivers of landing craft died; overall, 
more than a third of the Americans involved were killed or 
wounded. The figures stunned the admirals who planned 
the battle. Tarawa was their introduction to the fanaticism 
of the Japanese soldier. Only seventeen Japanese on the 
tiny atoll of Betio were captured, those few because they 
were too seriously wounded to commit suicide.

This willingness to die for a code of honor incomprehen-
sible to Americans was not something that could be taught in 
a training film. It was bred into Japan’s young men from in-
fancy. In his reflections on the battle, Lillibridge remembered 
a Japanese his platoon had trapped. Another Japanese  Marine 
was moaning in agony from his wounds. The defender would 
reassure his dying friend, then hurl challenges and insults at 
Lillibridge’s platoon, then comfort his buddy again.

Betio was 2 miles long and 800 yards wide—half the size 
of New York’s Central Park. The Japanese airstrip there 
was the objective of the American assault. Japanese planes 
based in Tarawa had been harassing American supply lines 
between Hawai’i and Australia. Tarawa was also an experi-
ment. Admirals Chester W. Nimitz and Raymond Spru-
ance wanted to test their theories of amphibious assault 
on a small, lightly manned island before what they knew 
would be far more difficult fighting in the Marshall Islands. 
“There had to be a Tarawa, a first assault on a strongly de-
fended coral atoll,” an American officer explained.

Amphibious assault against an entrenched enemy was a 
new kind of fighting for the American military. Still, they 
thought that Tarawa would be easy. They had no illusions 
about the fierceness of Japanese soldiers, but they had not 
had much time to dig in. The American assault force was 
overwhelming, covering 8 square miles of the Pacific. The 
naval bombardment itself would “obliterate the defenses.” 
Lieutenant Lillibridge told his platoon that “there was no 
need to worry, no necessity for anyone to get killed, al-
though possibly someone might get slightly wounded.”

The predawn bombardment knocked out Rear Admiral 
Keiji Shibasaki’s communications. However, the network 
of concrete blockhouses, coconut-log pillboxes, and un-
derwater barricades was hardly touched by the big guns 
and bombs. Nature was a Japanese ally. The tide was lower 
than expected so the larger American landing craft could 
not clear the reef that fringed Betio. All but the first wave 
of marines had to wade, breast deep, 800 yards to shore.

This was an element of amphibious attack in the  Pacific 
that was painfully tested at Tarawa. Could men with no 
more armor than “a khaki shirt” and no way to defend 
themselves even get to the beach, let alone establish a base 
from which to displace an enemy which, during this same 
critical minutes, freely wreaked havoc among them?

Wading to the beach was the first horror that would haunt 
the survivors of Tarawa and subsequent Pacific landings for 
the rest of their lives. Men remembered it as a “nightmarish 
turtle race,” run in slow-motion. It was “like being completely 
suspended, like being under a strong anesthetic.” “I could 
have sworn that I could have reached out and touched a 
hundred bullets.” “The water never seemed clear of tiny 
men.” They had to push through the floating corpses of their 
comrades and hundreds of thousands of fish dead from the 
bombardment. The lagoon was red with blood all day.

The second nightmare waited on the beach. Shibasaki 
had constructed a sea wall of coconut logs, 3 to 5 feet high. 
To the Americans, it looked like shelter. In fact, Japanese 
mortars had been registered to batter the long thin line 
precisely. To peek above the log palisades was to draw 
the fire of 200 well-positioned Japanese machine guns. 
Marines remembered that they were capable of moving 
beyond the sea wall only because to remain there meant 
certain death. About half the American casualties were 
suffered in the water, most of the rest on the beach.

One by one, almost always at close quarters, the block-
houses and pillboxes were destroyed, but it took three days 
to secure the tiny island. The aftermath was almost as devas-
tating to morale as the unexpected difficulties of the battle. 
The vegetation that had covered the island was gone. Thou-
sands of corpses floating in the surf and festering in the 
blockhouses bloated and rotted in the intense heat. The tri-
umphant marines looked like anything but victors. They sat 
 staring, exhausted. “I passed boys who . . . looked older than 
their  fathers,” General Holland Smith said, “it had chilled their 
souls. They found it hard to believe they were actually alive.”

Smith and the other commanders learned from Tarawa 
that one did not gamble on tides over coral reefs. Not until 
the last months of the Pacific War, when the close approach 
to the Japanese homeland made much larger forces of 
 Japanese defenders even fiercer in their resistance, would 
the extremity of Tarawa’s terror be repeated.

The Pacific commanders also learned that while the vast 
American superiority of armament and firepower was essen-
tial and ultimately decisive, taking a Pacific island was a much 
more personal and human effort than twentieth- century 
military men had assumed. With a grace rare in a modern 
officer, General Julian Smith frankly asserted, “There was 
one thing that won this battle . . . and that was the supreme 
courage of the Marines. The [Japanese] prisoners tell us that 
what broke their morale was not the bombing, not the naval 
gunfire, but the sight of Marines who kept coming ashore.”

How They Lived



Mao Zedong were tying down a million-strong Japanese 
army. Unfortunately, they were more hostile toward one 
 another than toward their common enemy. The Japanese, 
Chiang Kai-shek said, were “a disease of the skin,” the  Chinese 
Communists were a “disease of the heart.”

American forces in the Pacific were divided into two dis-
tinct commands. After the conquest of the Solomon Islands, 
which were vital to Australia’s security, troops under Douglas 
MacArthur pushed toward Japan via New Guinea and the 
Philippines. MacArthur was a bizarre man who often acted 
as if he were the immortal he posed as being. He exposed 
himself to Japanese fire until his aides physically restrained 
him. He commanded his soldiers to take antimalaria drugs 
but refused to take them himself. He was not the demi-god 
he thought he was; he was a superb commander. He planned 
and executed eighty-seven amphibious landings, all success-
ful. He worked hard to minimize his soldiers’ casualties. He 
also took all the credit for his operations. Some of his field 
commanders were superb soldiers, but their names are for-
gotten today because, in MacArthur’s telling, he was the only 
general in the hemisphere.

The second American advance on Japan, through the cen-
tral Pacific, was commanded by Admiral Chester W. Nimitz. 
MacArthur’s goal was highly personal; he wanted to liber-
ate the Philippines to redeem his promise of 1942 despite 
the fact that his superiors in Washington concluded that the 
Philippines be bypassed in favor of an assault on Japan it-
self. Nimitz’s mission was to island-hop across the Pacific 
near enough to Japan that big American land-based bomb-
ers could bomb the country into submission. By its nature, 

Nimitz’s war  involved passing by Japanese-occupied islands 
that could not threaten his fleet from the rear. He let the 
 Japanese garrisons there wither.

Island Warfare
To soldiers slogging through the mud and cold of Europe, the 
troops in the Pacifi c were on a holiday. They were basking in 
a balmy climate, meeting the enemy in battle only after long 
intervals of relaxation. Life between battles in Hawai’i and 
Australia was very pleasant, but elsewhere it was miserable. 
“Our war was waiting,” novelist James Michener wrote, “You 
rotted on New Caledonia waiting for Guadalcanal. Then you 
sweated twenty pounds away in Guadal waiting for Bougain-
ville. . . . And pretty soon you hated the man next to you, and 
you dreaded the look of a coconut tree.”

Capturing islands that were specks on an all-blue map 
meant battles more vicious than any Americans experienced 
in Europe: “a blinding flash . . . a day of horror . . . an evening 
of terror.” Japanese soldiers were more frightening enemies 
than Germans. They were indoctrinated with the belief that 
it was a betrayal of national and personal honor to surrender 
under any circumstances.

Marines who made it to the beach in 
an amphibious landing on a Pacific 
island. Many were killed in the surf. 
But the worst was not behind these 
men. Japanese guns were calibrated 
to train their maximum firepower 
on places like this where marines 
would catch their breath after the 
hard walk ashore.
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Language Lessons
Much fighting in the Pacific was at close quarters. So, 
Japanese soldiers were taught English phrases to shout 
at the Americans. Two of the language lessons were: 
“Surrender, all is resistless” and “FDR eat shit.”
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A Terrifying Enemy
To an astonishing extent, Japanese soldiers did fi ght to the 
death, taking American marines and soldiers with them long 
after it was obvious the battle was over. It took the Americans 
six months to win control of microscopic Guadalcanal in the 
Solomons, even though the defenders had not had time to 
complete their fortifi cations. At Tarawa in the Gilbert Is-
lands, defended by 5,000 Japanese troops, only 17 were taken 
prisoner. In the Marshall Islands, 79 Japanese survived. Of 
35,000 Japanese on Saipan, including civilians, all but 1,000 
fought to the death or committed suicide. On the Alaskan 
island of Attu, which the Japanese occupied much of the 
war, only 27 soldiers were captured; 2,700 committed suicide 
when they could no longer fi ght.

The deadliness of fighting Japanese led to American bru-
talities that were rare in Italy and France where  opposing 
 officers observed rules of war and, with some exceptions, 
German soldiers surrendered when their position was 
 hopeless. In the Pacific, after numerous incidents of Japanese 
soldiers surrendering and then blowing themselves and their 
captors up with concealed hand grenades, shooting Japanese 
with their hands raised was commonplace.

When escapees from Japanese prisoner of war camps in 
the Philippines and Burma revealed the viciousness with 
which prisoners were treated, American atrocities increased. 
Marines cut off the ears of dead Japanese as gifts for their 
girlfriends. Newspaper editors applauded reports of Ameri-
can sailors machine-gunning Japanese sailors treading water 
after their ship had been sunk.

After the huge Battle of Leyte Gulf in October 1944 (it in-
volved 282 warships), the Japanese navy, for practical pur-
poses, ceased to exist while the Americans cruised the seas 
with 4,000 vessels, shelling the Japanese coast at will. United 
States submarines destroyed half of Japan’s merchant fleet 
within a few months.

When the United States invaded Okinawa in April 1945, 
Japanese air power was reduced to little more than Kamikaze 
suicide pilots flying slapped together planes packed with 
high explosives. They did terrific damage. At Okinawa, ka-
mikazes sunk 36 ships (more than were lost at Pearl Harbor) 
and damaged 300. The Japanese turned the biggest battle-
ship in the world, the Yamato, into a Kamikaze. With 2,300 
sailors aboard, the Yamato steamed for Okinawa on April 6, 
1945, with just enough fuel for a one-way trip. It never even 
burned that. Attacked by 400 carrier-based planes, the great 
ship was hit by at least ten torpedoes and twenty-one bombs 
and sank.

And yet, the closer the Americans got to the Japanese 
homeland, the more fanatically the Japanese fought. Tak-
ing Iwo Jima, a wretched volcanic island wanted as a landing 
strip, cost 28,000 American lives. In almost three months on 
Okinawa, 80,000 Americans were killed or wounded. More 
than 100,000 Japanese were killed; only 8,000 surrendered 
(100,000 civilians may have committed suicide).

Code Talkers
About 420 Navajo Indians served with the Marines in a 
unique capacity. In the heat of combat, the “code talkers” 
handled radio communications between units by speaking 
in Navajo in code. They could transmit in twenty seconds a 
message that, by machine code, took half an hour.

The Marines selected Navajo because it was unwritten 
and extremely difficult. In 1942, there were only thirty 
non-Navajos who could converse in it. The code talkers 
made their messages unintelligible to other Navajos, which 
proved to be a good thing: The Japanese deduced that they 
were dealing with a Native American language and among 
their Indian prisoners of war was a Navajo who had been 
captured on Bataan. He could make no sense of it.

Fighting to the Last Man
By the spring of 1945, Japan’s situation was hopeless.  America’s 
war with Germany was over. When the fall of Saipan in 
November 1944 provided a base from which bombers could 
reach Japan with ease, the country’s wooden cities went up like 
tinder. A single incendiary bomb raid on Tokyo on March 9, 
1945, killed 85,000 people and destroyed 250,000 buildings.

Was the Bomb Necessary?
At first there was only wonder that one bomb could destroy a 
city. Within a year, when, in Hiroshima, novelist John Hersey 
detailed the horrors the people of that city suffered, some 
Americans began openly to question if dropping the atomic 
bombs had been necessary. President Truman insisted that 
it had been, to avoid a million American casualties (and 
several million Japanese casualties) that the invasion of 
Japan would mean.

Could not the Japanese have been persuaded to surrender, 
critics asked, by demonstrating the power of the bomb on an 
uninhabited island as Secretary of War Stimson suggested? 
Truman’s defenders replied that no one was sure that the 
bombs would work. An announced demonstration that fizzled 
would have encouraged Japanese diehards to hold on.

Decades later, historians known as revisionists said that 
“Little Boy” and “Fat Man” were dropped not primarily to 
end the war with Japan but to inaugurate the Cold War with 
the Soviet Union. Truman cynically slaughtered the people 
of Nagasaki and Hiroshima as a way to put the Russians on 
notice that the United States held the trump card in any armed 
conflict between them. Their critics responded that there was 
no hard evidence that Truman’s anti-Soviet sentiments, which 
were strong enough, had anything to do with his decision to 
use the atomic bombs. The simplest explanation of the event—
he did it to end the war quickly—was the correct explanation.

The debate has not ended.



The military estimated that the invasion of Japan, sched-
uled for November 1, 1945, would cost a million casualties, 
as many as the United States had suffered in more than three 
years in both Europe and the Pacific. The Japanese still had 
5 million men under arms.

A Death and a Birth
This chilling prospect put the atomic bomb, conceived as a 
weapon to be used against now defeated Nazi Germany, on 
the table in the Pacifi c theater. The Manhattan Project, code 
name for the program that secretly developed the fi rst nuclear 
weapon, dated to 1939 when physicist Albert  Einstein, a refu-
gee from Naziism, wrote in longhand to President  Roosevelt 
that it was possible to unleash inconceivable amounts of en-
ergy by nuclear fi ssion—by splitting an atom. Einstein was a 
pacifi st, but he was aware that German scientists were inter-
ested in and capable of producing an “atomic bomb.” Such a 
device in Hitler’s hands was terrifying.

Einstein was too prestigious to ignore. The government 
secretly allotted $2 billion to the Manhattan Project. Under 
the direction of J. Robert Oppenheimer, scientists worked on 
Long Island, underneath a football stadium in Chicago, and 
at isolated Los Alamos, New Mexico. At one point, the Man-
hattan Project was consuming one-seventh of the electricity 
generated in the United States. In April 1945, Oppenheimer 
told Washington that the project was four months away from 
testing a bomb.

The decision whether or not to use the bomb against Japan 
did not fall to President Roosevelt. Reelected to a fourth 
term in 1944 over Governor Thomas E. Dewey of New York, 

Roosevelt died of a stroke on April 12, 1945. He was at Warm 
Springs, Georgia, sitting for a portrait painter when he said, 
“I have a terrific headache” and slumped in his chair.

The outpouring of grief that swept the nation at the loss 
of the man who was president longer than any other was real 
and profound. Silent crowds lined the tracks to watch the 
train that brought FDR back to Washington for the last time. 
People wept in the streets. In Washington, however, sor-
row was overshadowed by apprehensions that his successor, 
Harry S. Truman, was not up to the job.

Truman, “Little Boy,” and “Fat Man”
Truman was an honest politico who rose as a dependable, 
hard worker in the Kansas City Democratic machine. He 
proved his abilities as chairman of an important Senate 
committee during the war but impressed few as the caliber 
of person to head a nation. Unprepossessing in appearance, 
bespectacled, a dandy (he once operated a haberdashery), 
and given to salty language, Truman was nominated as vice 
president in 1944 as a compromise candidate. Democratic 
conservatives wanted the left-liberal vice president, Henry A. 
Wallace, out of offi ce, but they could not force southerner 
James J. Byrnes on the party’s liberal wing. Harry Truman 
was acceptable to both sides.

Although FDR was obviously in bad health, Truman was 
stunned to learn he was president. “I don’t know whether 
you fellows ever had a load of hay or a bull fall on you,” 
he told reporters on his first day in office, “but last night 
the moon, the stars, and all the planets fell on me.” If he 
too was himself unsure of his abilities, Truman did not shy 

Hiroshima: What a single bomb did.
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from difficult decisions and never doubted his responsi-
bility. A plaque on his desk read “The Buck Stops Here.” 
As president, the president could not “pass the buck” to 
anyone else.

When advisors informed him that the alternative to using 
the atomic bomb was a million American casualties, he did 
not hesitate to give the order to use it. On August 6, a bomb 
nicknamed “Little Boy,” was dropped on Hiroshima, killing 
100,000 people in an instant and dooming another 100,000 
to death from injury and radiation poisoning. Two days later, 

a bomb of different design, “Fat Man,” was exploded over 
Nagasaki with the same results.

Incredibly, some in the Japanese high command still wanted 
to fight on. (It is impossible to overstate Japanese military fanati-
cism.) Had they known that the Americans had no more atomic 
bombs in their arsenal, they might have carried the debate in 
Emperor Hirohito’s cabinet. After some hesitation, Hirohito 
agreed to surrender on August 15, 1945, if he were allowed to 
remain emperor. The United States agreed. The war ended of-
ficially on the decks of the battleship Missouri on September 2.
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Chapter 44

A Different Kind 
of World
Entering the Nuclear Age, 1946-1952

The release of atomic energ y constitutes a new force too revolutionary to consider in 
the framework of old ideas.

—Harry S. Truman

Science has brought forth this danger, but the real problem is in the minds and hearts 
of men.

—Albert Einstein

The world has achieved brilliance without wisdom, power without conscience. Ours 
is a world of nuclear giants and ethical infants.

—Omar Bradley

so total that the world was theirs for the shaping. It was the 
stewardship of an uncertain place with a dubious future.

Legacies
A second legacy of the Second World War was the recogni-
tion that human beings were morally quite capable of “push-
ing the button,” of loosing the power of nuclear weapons, 
and risking worldwide desolation to achieve goals that could 
not possibly justify the gamble. Indeed, World War II dem-
onstrated human depravity on so colossal a scale as to end, 
for all but fools, the millennia old debate over the goodness 
of human nature. Reliable evidence that the Nazis were sys-
tematically murdering Jews had been in Allied hands for two 
years when the war ended. But no one was prepared to learn 
that the Nazis had killed 6 million people, disposing of their 
bodies in purpose-built crematoria. Nor were Soviet, British, 
and American soldiers prepared for the sights that greeted 
them when they liberated the death camps and the more 
numerous slave labor camps—living skeletons, sometimes 
still able to walk, but not really quite human; the human 
garbage dumps, arms and legs protruding obscenely from 
hillocks of corpses. These spectacles, recorded in hundreds 
of photographs and fi lms, mocked every delusion before and 

F
ew wars have ended so abruptly as the war with 
Japan. Even after Hiroshima and Nagasaki, some 
American strategists feared that Japanese fanatics, 
who were numerous even in high government po-
sitions, would continue to resist whence it would 

be necessary to invade the country and sustain a predicted 
million casualties. As late as August 5 (although this was not 
then known), Emperor Hirohito was prepared to order his 
ministers to exhort the Japanese to fight the Americans vil-
lage to village to extermination, if necessary. On August 10, 
after the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Hirohito 
was still considering going on. Only on August 14, did he de-
cide on surrender and even then some of his officers launched 
a plot to silence him and continue the suicidal war.

THE SHADOW OF COLD WAR
The fi reballs and mushroom clouds over Japan announced 
the beginning of a new era in world history—the nuclear 
age—when going to war meant not merely the risk of de-
feat, but also the risk of total destruction. For the victori-
ous Allies, the fi rst legacy of World War II was not a triumph 



since that, at heart, people are good as poor Anne Frank, who 
almost survived, wrote in her diary.

The third legacy of the war was that only two nations 
emerged genuine victors—the United States and the Soviet 
Union—and that, once the Nazis were defeated, they had 
little in common. For two years after the war, Russian and 
American leaders seemed to be trying to preserve the coop-

eration that had brought Germany down. Sixty years later, no 
one has convincingly proved the sincerity or the deviousness 
of the motives and acts of the key leaders in either country 
in 1945, 1946, and 1947. No one—and many have claimed 
they did—has persuasively apportioned blame for starting 
the “Cold War.” Almost the only thing about the postwar 
whirl of events that can be stated as historical fact is that, by 
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Nazi concentration camp inmates 
awaiting processing and release in 
1945 This was not an extermination 
camp or even a labor camp in 
Poland forgotten by the Nazis when 
it was no longer able to produce war 
materiel. These men, mostly young 
and healthy, were lucky enough to 
be fed adequately until the end of 
the war.

1945 1947 1948 19521949 1951 1953

Cold War 1945–1953

1946 Churchill’s “Iron Curtain” speech

1945 Yalta Conference

1946 1950

1947 Kennan defines “containment”; aid to Greece and Turkey; Marshall Plan

1948 Truman wins upset victory

1948–1949 Berlin blockade and airlift

1949 NATO and Warsaw Pact; Communists win in China

1950 Korean War begins; Hiss guilty of perjury

1951 Truman fires MacArthur

1945–1953 Harry S. Truman president

Korean War concluded  1953

Eisenhower elected president  1952
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the end of 1947, the world’s only two great military powers 
glowered at one another belligerently, stopping short only of 
World War III.

The great majority of Americans, but not all, believed 
that the ungrateful, treacherous, atheistic Russian Commu-
nists, bent on ruling the world, started the Cold War. Until 
 September 1949, it was enough to be angry. The United 
States held the trump card—“the bomb.” Then, in September 
1949, years before American scientists believed it within the 
competence of Soviet science, Russia tested an atomic bomb. 
The catastrophe for which the species had demonstrated its 
capacity was no longer an American monopoly. In a nuclear 
war, Americans would be victims as well as executioners.

Roots of Animosity
A good many words have been written about the origins of 
the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union 
that began about 1947 and ended in 1989. Why did the allies 
of World War II have a falling out that poised them opposite 
one another as enemies for forty years, refraining from “hot 
war” only because of fear of the consequences for their own 
people? Which side was to blame?

The final question is the one least worth asking. American 
principles and Soviet ideology were incompatible and always 
had been. The United States was dedicated to preserving capi-
talism as the bulwark of individual freedoms and material 
prosperity. Internationally, that meant a world open to free 
trade and economic development. The Soviets, to the year 
of Stalin’s death and beyond, remained committed to state 
ownership of the means of production for the enrichment 
not of a small class of capitalists but of the entire society.

During World War II, propagandists on both sides down-
played the incompatibility of their principles—ignored it, 
actually, and for good reason. The Soviet Union was fighting 
for its very survival, and the Roosevelt administration be-
lieved that if Russia fell to the Nazis, the United States too 
would be facing destruction. When the war was over, the 
differences between the “free world” and the “Communist 
system” resurfaced quickly, focusing on the future status 
of the nations of Eastern Europe: Poland,  Czechoslovakia, 
Hungary, Romania, Yugoslavia, Albania, and Bulgaria. 
Would they be self-determining liberal democracies per-
haps hostile to the Soviet Union? Or Soviet “satellite states,” 
Russia’s broad buffer zone against another invasion like 
Hitler’s in 1941.

It Started in Eastern Europe
Exactly what Stalin had in mind in 1945 for postwar Europe 
cannot be known. He had, in the interests of the alliance, pro-
claimed an end to fomenting international revolution. His 
public statements and diplomatic demands late in the war (and 
after) were often uncongenial to the United States but, taken 
at face value, not beyond negotiation. President  Roosevelt was 
confi dent he could continue to “work with” Stalin.

Exactly what Roosevelt believed was to be the status of the 
nations of eastern Europe liberated from the Nazis is also un-
knowable. As a Wilsonian, he was committed to national self-

determination and democratic governments in Poland, Czecho-
slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia—nations 
World War I had revived or created. He was also aware that, 
except in Czechoslovakia, democracy had failed in every one 
of those countries. Did he appreciate that democracy and indi-
vidual liberties as defined in the Atlantic Charter had only the 
weakest of roots in Eastern European history and  culture? There 
is reason to believe that, like other later  American policy makers, 
these things did not much matter to him.

Then there were Soviet interests, the fact that Hitler had 
come within an ace of destroying the country. Did Roosevelt 
understand that when, at the Yalta Conference, Stalin said that 
the nations bordering the Soviet Union must be “friendly,” a 
buffer zone providing some security in case of another attack 
from the West, that Stalin was not mouthing platitudes?

How could a democratic Poland be “friendly” to Russia? The 
Nazis ruled Poland for 5 years; Russia had ruled the country, 
and not gently, for almost 150 years. Historically, Poles looked 
on Russia more than on Germany as the national enemy. The 
notion that the war against the Nazis had ushered in a new 
era in Russo-Polish relations was resoundingly discredited 
in 1940 when the Red Army massacred 5,000 Polish army 
 officers at Katyn, proof of which was released by the Germans 
in 1943. Then, late in the war, with Russian troops advanc-
ing rapidly toward Warsaw, the Polish government-in-exile in 
London called for an uprising behind German lines. As soon 
as it started, Stalin abruptly halted the Russian advance and 
the Germans were able to butcher the Polish partisans.

A democratic Poland would not be “friendly” to  Russia. 
A Poland “friendly” to the Soviet Union would not be fully 
 democratic. To a lesser degree, the same was true of  Romania, 
Hungary, and Czechoslovakia. And their destinies was not a 
matter of table talk. In 1945, the whole of Eastern Europe was 
occupied by the Red Army.

Truman Draws a Line
If Roosevelt had a workable solution to the dilemma, it died 
with him. And Harry Truman was not the sly prevaricator 
FDR had been. As a man and as president, in Dean Acheson’s 

The GI Bill
The government was much more generous with World 
War II veterans than it had been with the Doughboys of the 
first war. The “GI Bill of Rights” provided unprecedented 
educational opportunities. Of 14 million men and women 
eligible to attend college free under the GI Bill, 2.2 million 
actually did. Colleges and universities swelled in size. 
The University of Wisconsin had 9,000 students in 1945, 
18,000 in 1946. Elite Stanford University went from 3,000 
to 7,000 students in the same year. The GI Bill educated 
22,000 dentists, 67,000 physicians, 91,000 scientists, 238,000 
teachers, 240,000 accountants, and 450,000 engineers. 
Inevitably, some veterans abused the government’s 
generosity and became easy-living college professors.



words, he was “straightforward, decisive, simple, entirely 
honest.” He neither liked nor trusted the Soviets and did not 
hide his feelings. Even before he met Stalin at Potsdam, he 
summoned Soviet Ambassador V. M. Molotov to the White 
House and scolded him so harshly for laying the foundations 
of puppet governments in Eastern Europe that Molotov ex-
claimed, “I have never been talked to like that in my life!” For 
a man who was so close to the bullying Stalin for so long, this 
was surely not the truth, but that Molotov said it indicates 
how hard-nosed Truman had been.

By 1946, it seemed clear that the Russians were not going 
to permit free elections in Poland. Truman was restrained in 
his official pronouncements, but he applauded a speech by 
Winston Churchill in Fulton, Missouri, in March that  Truman 
had read in advance. An “iron curtain” as descending across 
Europe, the former prime minister said, a fortified frontier; it 
was time for the Western democracies to confront the Soviet 
Union about it. In September 1946, Truman himself signaled 
that, if a cold war had not begun, the wartime alliance was 
dead. He dismissed secretary of commerce and former vice 
president, Henry A. Wallace, the only member of his cabinet 
who openly argued that the United States should be more 
accommodating with the Soviets.

Containment and the Truman Doctrine
In 1947, Truman’s policy moved beyond “getting tough 
with the Russians.” In a long memorandum later published 

 anonymously in the infl uential journal Foreign Affairs, a
 Soviet  expert in the State Department, George F. Kennan, ar-
gued that Russian actions in Eastern Europe should not be 
understood in terms of Communist revolutionary zeal alone. 
Long before Communism and its missionary impulse, Russia 
had been pushing its frontiers—or trying to push them—to 
the West. Stalin’s expansionism was new only in the Soviet 
conviction that the capitalist states of Western Europe (and 
the United States) were determined to destroy communism 
in Russia.

Kennan said that it was impossible to come to a satisfac-
tory accommodation with the Soviet Union as long as its 
leaders feared for the survival of their revolution. Only time, 
probably quite a long time, would alter the premises of  Soviet 
foreign policy.

Until that time, Kennan argued, Soviet territorial expan-
sion must be halted. The United States must make it un-
mistakably clear that further Soviet expansion would not be 
tolerated: Where the iron curtain hung in 1947 was where 
it would stay. The Russians, he predicted, would repeatedly 
test American resolve to hold the line with limited aggres-
sions that were not sufficient to merit all-out war. The ob-
ject of American policy should be to respond to such Soviet 
probes at just high enough a level to stop them, but not so 
aggressively as to threaten Soviet security. From his knowl-
edge of Russian history, Kennan predicted that the Soviet 
leaders would back off. By containing Russian expansion 
without threatening the security of the Soviet Union and the 
satellite states, nuclear war could be avoided until such time 
as the Soviets were willing to make agreements that reduced 
the intensity of the Cold War.

“Containment Policy” did not yet have its name when 
Truman put it to work. Stalin had stepped up Soviet sup-
port of Communist guerrillas in Greece and Turkey. On 
March 12, Truman asked Congress to appropriate $400 
million in military assistance to the pro-Western govern-
ments of Greece and Turkey. That was more than enough 
for them to suppress the rebels. When they did, more or 
less as Kennan predicted, Stalin did not raise the ante 
and the risk of direct Soviet-American confrontation; he 
abandoned the guerrillas. He accepted the line the United 
States had drawn. Truman’s policy of decisively supporting 
governments threatened by communist rebels came to be 
known as the Truman Doctrine.

The Marshall Plan
The United States feared that France and Italy were also vul-
nerable to a Communist takeover, not from armed rebels 
but because Communist political parties in both countries 
had considerable popular support. In parliamentary elec-
tions, the Italian Communist party dependably won about 
25 percent of the vote, the French party slightly less.

Truman’s advisors persuaded him that the French and 
Italian Communists were flourishing because only they 
offered a plausible response to the widespread unemploy-
ment and poverty due to the war’s destruction of the econ-
omy in both countries. The remedy was to redistribute the 

The 52-20 Club
Members of the 52-20 Club of 1945 and 1946 were demobilized 
soldiers and sailors who were allowed $20 a week for fifty-two 
weeks or until such time as they found a job. Although many 
were accused of avoiding work because of this payment, 
the average length of membership in the club was only three 
months. There were few fifty two week freeloaders.

Learning from Mistakes
FDR and Harry S. Truman pointedly departed from American 
policies in the wake of the First World War. In sponsoring, 
hosting, and largely financing the United Nations, they righted 
what they saw as Congress’s great mistake in boycotting 
Woodrow Wilson’s League of Nations. Unlike Wilson, who 
took no prominent Republican to the peace conference at 
Versailles, FDR made a leading Republican Senator, Arthur 
H. Vandenberg of Michigan, a full partner in the American 
delegation that wrote the Charter of the United Nations. With 
the Marshall Plan, President Truman recognized the folly of 
the refusal of the Coolidge administration of the 1920s to help 
Europe economically—its narrow-minded concern for dollars 
and every last cent that contributed to the rise of the Nazis 
in Germany.
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 disproportionate share of the world’s wealth in American 
hands to the nations of Europe so that they could construct 
prosperous economies.

On June 5, 1947, Secretary of State George C. Marshall 
proposed that the United States spend huge sums to recon-
struct the European economy. Not only were Allies and the 
victims of German aggression invited to apply for assistance, 
but also Germany (then divided into British, French, Ameri-
can, and Soviet occupation zones), and nations neutral dur-
ing the war such as Sweden and Switzerland. So as to disguise 
the fact that the Marshall Plan was a Cold War measure, 
 Marshall even invited the Soviet Union and the nations be-
hind the Iron Curtain to participate in the program.

This was a gamble. Had Russia’s satellite states agreed, 
they could easily have sabotaged the Marshall Plan. Mar-
shall and Truman calculated that Russia and the iron cur-
tain countries would reject American aid as a plot to destroy 
socialism. Stalin had made it clear as early as mid-1946 that 
the Soviet Union would tolerate no western interference in 
its internal affairs which, by mid-1947, meant the affairs of 
the nations of Eastern Europe too. Even before the Soviet 
Union had an atomic bomb, Stalin rejected an international 
proposal by Bernard Baruch to outlaw nuclear weapons be-
cause Baruch’s plan involved enforcement on the scene by 
the United Nations.

As expected, the Soviets condemned the Marshall Plan. 
The Communist regimes in Eastern Europe, now includ-
ing Czechoslovakia, did the same. The massive American 
financial and technical aid went to sixteen nations, both 
those with strong Communist political parties like France 

and Italy, and countries where Communism was weak: 
Switzerland, the Netherlands, Ireland, Norway. Winston 
Churchill called the Marshall Plan “the most unsordid act 
in history.” British Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin was even 
more effusive: “It was like a lifeline to sinking men. It seemed 
to bring hope where there was none. The generosity of it was 
beyond my belief.”

Freezing the Lines
Containment was successful. The United States managed to 
freeze the extent of the Russian sphere of infl uence where it 
had been when Churchill delivered his “iron curtain” speech. 
In June 1948, the Soviets did as Kennan had predicted they 
would do—tested American resolve—when Stalin blockaded 
West Berlin, the allied-occupied half of the German capital 
deep within Communist East Germany. Unable to provision 
the city of 2 million by train and truck, the United States 
seemed to have two options: give up West Berlin or invade 
East Germany.

Instead, President Truman ordered a massive airlift that no 
one entirely believed could succeed. For a year, huge C-47s 
and C-54s flew in the necessities of life and a few of luxuries 
that the West Berliners needed in order to hold out. Day and 
night, planes flew into West Berlin, unloaded, and returned 
for a new load. More than 250,000 flights carried 2 million 
tons of everything from candy bars to coal. The immensity of 
the operation and American tenacity in maintaining it made 
it clear to the Soviets that the United States did not want 
war but the Soviets had overstepped the limits. The Soviets 
responded as Kennan said they would. Instead of  shooting 
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9] Berlin schoolchildren watch a C-54 
landing the food they would eat, the 
clothes they would wear, or, perhaps, 
the coal that would keep them from 
freezing. The massive “Berlin Airlift” 
was a finely integrated operation. 
Air Force mechanics changed 60,000 
sparkplugs on airlift planes every 
month.



down the planes—an act of war—they watched. In May 
1949, they lifted the blockade.

By then, the Cold War had entered a new phase. In April 
1949, the United States, Canada, and nine western European 
nations formed NATO, the North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
zation, a military alliance—the first, during peacetime, in 
American history. In September, the Soviet Union responded 
with the Warsaw Pact, an alliance of the nations of Eastern 
Europe. In September 1949, the Soviet Union exploded its 
first atomic bomb, and soon thereafter the United States per-
fected the hydrogen bomb, a much more destructive weapon. 
A nuclear arms race was under way.

DOMESTIC POLITICS UNDER
TRUMAN
President Truman’s foreign policy was decisive and, in 
 Europe, successful. At home, he struggled with common post-
war problems: rapid infl ation, a serious housing shortage, 
and bitter industrial disputes. At fi rst he seemed to founder. 
He could not “command” Congress as FDR had been able 
to do. In 1946, the Republicans won majorities in both the 
House and Senate for the fi rst time in sixteen years. Their 
leader, Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio (son of President Taft) 
had opposed just about everything Truman’s predecessors, 
Dr. New Deal and Dr. Win-the-War, had ever done.

justifi ed in thinking he would be the candidate. However, 
they were understandably confi dent they would elect their 
nominee in 1948, in the meantime, they set out to dismantle 
as much of the New Deal as Congress could.

Their biggest success was the Taft-Hartley Labor-
Management Relations Act of 1947. Enacted over Truman’s 
veto, it reversed the government’s active backing of the labor 
movement. Taft-Hartley emphasized the workers’ rights to 
refuse to join a union by forbidding the “closed shop.” That 
is, under the Wagner Act of 1935, when a majority of a com-
pany’s employees chose a union as their bargaining agent, all 
of the company’s employees were required to belong to that 
union as a condition of employment. Taft-Hartley made it 
illegal to dismiss an employee who refused to join the union 
or to pay the union a fee equivalent to union dues.

Truman called the Taft-Hartley Act a “slave labor” law. It 
was not that. Indeed, by emphasizing individual rights, it 
won the approval of all but pro-union zealots. Taft-Hartley 
did not, as the Republicans hoped, cripple the organized 
labor movement, now more than 10 million strong. Workers 
in former closed-shop companies did not quit their unions 
wholesale, hoping to avoid the benefits the unions had won 
without paying dues. Gratitude for what unions had done for 
them was still a powerful force. Social pressures to support 
the union were strong (and, no doubt, some workers not de-
lighted with their union were afraid of getting beat up).

The major consequence of Taft-Hartley was to rally orga-
nized labor and its political muscle behind President Truman 
who, as a senator, had not been particularly prolabor. En-
couraged by this unexpected support, he took the offensive 
against a Congress out to embarrass him. He vetoed eighty 
anti-New Deal bills, converting himself into a crusading lib-
eral. When Republican critics mocked his homey manners 
and common appearance, he denounced his enemies in 
Congress as stooges of the rich and privileged.

Truman coined his own two word slogan, the “Fair Deal.” 
He sent proposal after proposal expanding social services to 
Capitol Hill. Among them was a national health insurance 
plan such as most European nations had adopted. All his 
proposals were rejected, but Truman harvested a bumper 
crop of political hay. He stole the initiative from a somewhat 
bewildered Taft, denouncing the “no-good do-nothing Con-
gress” that denied Americans sensible programs designed to 
improve their lives.

Civil Rights
Truman was a southerner by conviction. However, when 
conservative southern Democratic segregationists voted 
with Taft’s Republicans as often as they voted with north-
ern and western Democrats, the president sent Congress 
an antilynching bill that sorely embarrassed Taft who, in 
his rhetoric, had never abandoned the Republican tradi-
tion of sympathy for African Americans. Truman forced 
the Taft Republicans into voting against it in order to pla-
cate their southern Democratic allies. He also asked Con-
gress to declare the poll tax illegal and to enact legislation 
to protect blacks who had gotten good factory jobs  during 
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Margaret’s Dad
As a politician, Harry Truman was thick-skinned. “If you 
can’t stand the heat,” he said, “get out of the kitchen.” Being 
criticized was part of being a politician. However, he did not 
extend his rule to the fathers of concert singers such as his 
daughter Margaret. When the music critic of the Washington 
Post panned her singing (“she is flat a good deal of the 
time”), Truman wrote to him, “You sound like a frustrated old 
man who never made a success, an eight-ulcer man on a 
four-ulcer job, and all four ulcers working. I never met you, 
but if I do you’ll need a new nose and a supporter below.”

The Taft-Hartley Act
The Republicans ran their congressional election campaign 
of 1946 on an effective two-word slogan, “Had Enough?” 
The results seemed to say that voters had. They picked up 
fi fty-fi ve seats in the House, an astonishing nineteen in the 
Senate. One of the few Democratic senators to win in 1946, 
J. William Fulbright of Arkansas, was so crestfallen he sug-
gested that in the interests of a functional government, 
 Truman resign in favor of a Republican successor. Truman 
did not take the proposal well, and the Republicans did not 
take it seriously. It was enough that such a turnaround guar-
anteed that they would win the presidency in 1948—Taft was 
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the war. The Republican-Southern Democrat coalition 
defeated both. To show he meant business—and that he, 
unlike Congress, was doing his job, he issued an executive 
order banning racial discrimination in the armed forces, 
the civil service, and in companies that did business with 
the  government.

Truman did not assail Jim Crow segregation laws in the 
southern states. (Personally, he approved of them.) But he 
went much further in attacking the civil inequality of African 
Americans than Roosevelt had considered doing.

Four Candidates
In the spring of 1948, Truman’s popularity was on the up-
swing. His attacks on the “do nothing” Congress swung many 
people to his side. Americans were getting accustomed to the 
president’s hard-hitting style. Still, not a single journalistic 
political expert, including devoted Democrats, gave Truman 
a chance to win the presidential election in November. The 
Democrats had been in power for sixteen years, longer than 
any party since the Virginia dynasty of Jefferson, Madison, 
and Monroe. Many New Deal bureaucracies were ineffi cient; 
and rumors of corruption wafted about the capital and in 
Republican newspapers.

In the summer, Truman’s prospects went from poor to 
impossible. The Democratic party split three ways. Former 
vice president and Secretary of Commerce Henry A. Wallace 
agreed to be the candidate of the newly formed Progressive 
party. Except for adopting the name, the Progressives of 1948 
were unrelated to the Progressive party of 1912–1916. That 
had been a Republican party. Henry Wallace’s Progressives 

were left wing Democratic party liberals and socialists 
 supported—somewhat to Wallace’s chagrin—by Commu-
nists and “fellow travelers,” non-members who sympathized 
with the Communist party. Wallace claimed that he, not Tru-
man, was FDR’s heir. He would further New Deal reforms and 
restore FDR’s wartime policy of cooperation with the Soviet 
Union. Implicitly, explicitly on occasion, Wallace blamed the 
Truman administration for the Cold War.

Southern Democrats, angry at Truman’s civil rights pro-
posals and criticism of racial discrimination in the party plat-
form written by the liberal mayor of Minneapolis, Hubert H. 
Humphrey, formed the States’ Rights party, or “Dixiecrats” 
as they were generally known. They nominated 46-year-old 
Governor Strom Thurmond of South Carolina as their can-
didate. Thurmond was an aggressive proponent of Jim Crow 
segregation, but he was by no means the racist extremist 
many other southern politicians were. He took a strong stand 
against lynching in South Carolina, threatening to prosecute 
and convict whites who participated in lynch mobs. He op-
posed the poll tax, not so that African Americans could vote 
but because it prevented poor whites from voting.

The Dixiecrats had no illusions about winning the election. 
(Wallace, who had a mystical streak, entertained them from 
time to time.) The Dixiecrat goal was to take enough electoral 
votes away from Truman to remind the national Democratic 
party that acquiescence in racial segregation in the South was 
a prerequisite of winning presidential elections.

Presented with a sure victory, the Republicans backed 
away from Senator Taft and his dogmatic views and, once 
again, nominated Thomas E. Dewey, a moderate and proven 
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One of the most famous photographs 
in American political history: 
President Harry S. Truman displays 
a prematurely headlined edition of 
the Republican Chicago Tribune
announcing the results of the 1948 
presidential election. The Tribune
was wrong even about Illinois 
(“G.O.P. Sweep Indicated in State”) 
which, when all the votes were 
counted, gave its electoral votes to 
Truman.



vote getter; he was the first Republican governor of New York 
since 1922.

Give ’Em Hell, Harry
Dewey’s campaign strategy was a tried and true one. With 
every poll showing him winning the election easily, he 
avoided taking a strong stand on any issue just as Franklin 
D. Roosevelt had done in 1932. People were voting against
 Truman. Any strong position Dewey took could only cost 
him votes. Unlike FDR, who was a superb public speaker, 
Dewey’s platform manner was bland and uninspiring. So he 
made only sixteen speeches during the entire campaign.

That was a mistake. President Truman, facing defeat, with 
nothing to lose, pulled out the stops. He campaigned hard, 
as if he were the challenger, hoping that one or another of 
his Fair Deal proposals would touch a nerve or, at least, that 
his earthy, aggressive style would convince voters that he 
was the leader that Dewey was not. “Give ’em hell, Harry,” a 
supporter shouted at a rally, and Truman made it his motto. 
In the spring he traveled 9,500 miles by train, delivering 73 
speeches in eighteen states. During the summer of 1948, he 
called Congress into special session and a corps of assistants 
led by Clark Clifford sent bill after bill to the Republican 
Congress. As the Republicans voted down his proposals, 
 Truman went back on tour, totaling up 32,000 miles and 

356 speeches. Did Americans want four years of Republican 
negativism under Thomas E. Dewey?

On election night, when returns from states in the East-
ern time zone were nearly complete, Dewey had swept the 
Northeast and seemed to be winning in the Midwest. The 
editor of the passionately anti-Democratic Chicago Tribune
decided to scoop the competition by declaring Dewey elected 
in a banner headline. The next day, Truman took uncon-
tained delight in posing for photographers with a copy of 
the newspaper. He had won. He squeaked out majorities in 
Illinois and Ohio, big states thought to be in Dewey’s pocket, 
and swept the western states. The Republicans were stunned. 
Dewey said he felt as if he’d awakened in a coffin “but if I’m 
dead, why do I have to go to the bathroom?” The Dixiecrats 
were stunned. Thurmond carried only four southern states. 
Truman’s upset victory demonstrated that the Democratic 
party did not necessarily need a solid South in order to win 
a national election.

MAP 44:1 Presidential Election, 1948. Dewey’s sweep of the 
Northeast and favorable early returns from the Midwest are 
why Republicans went to bed on election day night believing 
they had won. By noon the next day, the final count in Ohio 
and Illinois that had looked to be Dewey states went to Truman, 
a swing of 100 electoral votes. And the late-reporting West 
was solidly Democratic. The election of 1948 was one of the 
greatest surprise upsets in the history of American presidential 
elections.
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Panpan Asobi
American soldiers accustomed to savage Japanese combat 
soldiers were astonished by the cordiality of Japanese 
civilians. During the war, a common children’s game was 
kamikaze: Boys put on headbands and pretended to crash 
planes into American ships. By the end of 1945, they were 
playing yamaichi gokko (“black market”) and panpan asobi 
(prostitute and customer).

SUCCESS IN JAPAN,
FAILURE IN CHINA
The Democrats won majorities in both houses of Congress 
too, but little more was heard of the Fair Deal. Like Wilson 
and FDR, Truman was diverted from domestic concerns by a 
crisis abroad—in Asia.

The Japanese conquest of East and parts of South Asia left 
most of the region’s colonies and nations on the brink of 
chaos. The French returned to Indo-China (Vietnam, Laos, 
Cambodia) which President Roosevelt had determined to 
prevent. The British reasserted colonial authority in Malaya 
and Singapore (which FDR disliked but did not openly op-
pose). The Dutch were unable to regain control of the East 
Indies (Indonesia). The Indonesians had welcomed the Japa-
nese as fellow Asians and did not want the Dutch back. When 
Dutch civilians were freed from Japanese internment camps 
after more than three years of suffering, they were pelted 
with stones. The Philippinos, by way of contrast, had resisted 
the Japanese and were granted independence in 1946.

MacArthur in Japan
The only other fi rmly pro-American nation in East Asia was 
defeated Japan. Marshall-Plan-like fi nancial aid nurtured a 
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slow but steady recovery of the Japanese economy and an 
enlightened military occupation won the support and even 
the friendship of the Japanese people.

American soldiers, sailors, and marines had come to 
think of the Japanese as fanatics who fought to the death or 
committed suicide rather than surrender. When they occu-
pied the country they were astonished to discover that the 
 Japanese, including former soldiers, were submissive, polite, 
deferential, and even cordial. The first occupation troops off 
the boats were greeted by women calling “yoo-hoo.”

The Japanese economy was devastated. Some 2.7 million 
soldiers and civilians were dead. A fourth of the nation’s 
wealth had been destroyed. Forty percent of the 66 largest 
cities had been leveled, 65 percent of Tokyo, 89 percent of 
industrial Nagoya. Nine million people were homeless. But 
somehow, within months, a barter economy had emerged 
and recovery had begun.

Douglas MacArthur, commanding the occupation forces, 
must be credited for the democratization of Japanese gov-
ernment. MacArthur understood the importance of conti-
nuity in Japanese culture. He assumed the role of shogun, 
a familiar figure in Japanese history. Shoguns were military 
strongmen who, while never molesting the sacred person of 
the emperors, actually ruled the country without regard for 
the emperor’s wishes. He virtually disappeared from sight, 
which added to his mystique. He did not travel except for a 
speedy commute each day between his residence and his of-
fice. He did not socialize with Japanese as he had socialized 
with the Philippine elite in Manila. He passed his evenings 
watching Hollywood movies. During almost five years in 
Tokyo he spoke to only sixteen high Japanese officials more 
than once. He gave his orders through his American sub-
ordinates.

He was more mysterious a figure to ordinary Japanese 
than the emperor was. When he decided it was advisable that 
he meet  Hirohito, Hirohito came to him; he did not call at 
the imperial palace. The Japanese constitution he virtually 
dictated established a democratic parliamentary democ-
racy closed to the military that had taken Japan into war. 
The Constitution minimized the influence of the zaibatsu,
the huge corporate conglomerates that had dominated the 
Japanese economy. Few conquerors have been as successful 
in winning the friendship of those they conquered as the 
United States in Japan.

An Opportunity Missed?
The story in China was altogether different. The United 
States never had a military presence on the mainland. When 
the Japanese army in China was evacuated, Chiang Kai Shek’s 
Nationalists controlled half the country, Mao Zedong’s Com-
munist forces the rest. The United States recognized Chiang’s 
Nationalist government but, since the beginning of the war, 
many high-ranking American “old China hands” had de-
nounced the regime. At best Chiang was an ineffective ruler; 
at worst his supporters were hopelessly corrupt, exploiting 
the peasantry and driving them into Mao’s camp. General 

Joseph “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell had peppered Washington with 
denunciations of Chiang’s refusal to launch a meaningful 
attack on the Japanese. He urged Roosevelt to cultivate re-
lations with Mao’s army which was, unlike the Nationalists, 
willing to fi ght the Japanese.

After the war, Truman sent General Marshall as a special 
envoy to China to assess the political and military situation 
there. Marshall reported that Mao was as much agrarian 
reformer as he was a Communist or, at least, he was not a 
Soviet stooge. He was a nationalist hostile to all foreign inter-
ference in Chinese affairs, Russian as well as Japanese and, of 
course, American. By opening relations with Mao and pro-
viding economic aid, a China under Mao could be cajoled 
into pursuing an independent course.

The China Lobby
The intensifi cation of the Cold War in Europe killed the 
possibility of establishing workable relations with the Chi-
nese Communists. George Kennan had defi ned the confl ict 
with the Soviet Union as more a power than an ideologi-
cal struggle. However, most American politicians, includ-
ing President Truman, saw the Cold War with Communism 
as, fi rst of all, a contest between incompatible ideologies 
and ways of life. Even when the Communist dictator of 
Yugoslavia, Josef Broz Tito, broke free of Soviet infl uence, 
American policy makers were unable to see the possibility 
of encouraging a similar independence among the Chinese 
Communists.

Nor, thanks to the effective propaganda of the “China 
Lobby,” influential friends of Chiang Kai-Shek in the United 
States led by his brilliant and articulate wife, “Madame 
Chiang,” the American people were misled into believing that 
the Nationalists had more support in China than they actually 
had. Through 1949, the China Lobby bombarded the United 
States with the message that the Chinese loved Chiang and that 
the Nationalists were defeating Mao’s forces on the battlefield. 
The campaign was so effective that Americans were literally 
stunned at the end of the year when newspapers reported out 
of the blue that Chiang and his army had fled to the island of 
Taiwan (then better known as Formosa).

How could it have happened? Instead of deducing that 
they had been misled, Americans accepted the China Lob-
by’s explanation that Chiang and the Chinese people had 
been betrayed by inadequate American support. The Roman 
Catholic archbishop of New York, Francis Cardinal Spell-
man; publisher of Time and Life magazines, Henry Luce; 
and a majority of Republican senators and congressmen de-
manded that aid to Chiang be increased and that he be “un-
leashed” for an assault on the mainland.

Truman and his new secretary of state, Dean Acheson, 
knew better. For twenty years, Chiang had demonstrated 
his ineptitude as a general and political leader. He needed 
American aid just to hold on to Taiwan. To allow him to 
attack China proper would involve the United States in a 
war on the Asian mainland that every American military 



strategist, including General MacArthur, had said would be 
catastrophic.

An Unexpected War
Truman and Acheson applied containment policy to Red 
China despite the fact that Kennan derived his strategy 
from his study of Russian history and said so publicly 
when China policy was on the table. What were the toler-
able limits of Chinese expansion? Taiwan had been part of 
China since antiquity and never, as Chiang’s Nationalists 
would soon say, an independent nation. And what of 
 Quemoy and Matsu, two tiny islands a few miles off the 
coast of China still  occupied by the Nationalists? Was the 
United States to risk war to “contain” Chinese expansion 
over two worthless rocks? And what of the Republic of 
Korea, set up by the United States in the southern half of 
the Korean peninsula? Or, for that matter, North Korea, 
where the Russians had set up a Communist regime de-
pendent on the Soviet Union?

The Korean question ceased to be academic in June 1950 
when a Soviet-trained North Korean army poured across the 
38th parallel, the line dividing the Russian and American oc-
cupation zones after the war and now the border between the 
South and North Korean republics. The Russians were gone 
from North Korea, but the American Eighth Army was still 
based on the toe of the peninsula.

The Korean Conflict
There was an American fl eet in Korean waters so Truman 
was able to respond immediately. Because the Soviet delegate 
to the United Nations Security Council was absent, he was 
able to win UN approval of a “police action” to expel the 
North Korean aggressors from the South. With the United 
States providing almost all of the police, General MacArthur 
took command.

The old soldier was to have one last day of glory. With the 
Eighth Army barely holding on in the far south,  MacArthur 
engineered a daring amphibious landing at Inchon, far 
behind North Korean lines. American troops cut off and 
captured 100,000 North Korean soldiers. MacArthur took 
back all of South Korea in just two weeks. The Americans 
and ROKs (soldiers of the Republic of Korea) surged north-
ward, crossing the thirty-eighth parallel in September 1950. 
By October 26, they occupied the entire peninsula except a 
narrow band along the border of Chinese Manchuria. One 
forward unit actually reached the banks of the Yalu River, 
the boundary.

MacArthur had been ordered not to approach the Yalu so 
that the Chinese would not feel threatened. But the American 
advance was so rapid that Truman had no time to reflect on 
MacArthur’s assurance that the Chinese would not inter-
vene. He was dead wrong. Perhaps confusing China Lobby 
propaganda with official American  policy, the Chinese feared 
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American soldiers trudging a desolate 
mountain road in Korea. They were 
America’s “forgotten soldiers” even 
during the war, never celebrated 
as GIs, marines, and sailors were 
during World War II, not much 
memorialized afterward. Their 
assignment after the initial retreat, 
lightning-fast advance to the border 
of China, and pullback, was neither 
inspiring nor exhilarating. Their job 
was to hold the line in rugged terrain 
while negotiators made no progress 
ending the conflict. Capturing a 
nearby ridge like the one on the 
left from Chinese troops generated 
hideous casualties and no glory.
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an attack on Manchuria, the avenue through which China 
had been invaded twice before. Mao Zedong threw 200,000 
“volunteers”—battle-tested soldiers, actually—into Korea. 
By the end of 1950, they had pushed MacArthur’s forces back 
to a line that zigzagged across the 38th parallel.

There, whether because the Chinese were willing to settle 
for a draw—a containment policy of their own—or because 
American troops found their footing and dug in, the war 
bogged down into a stalemate. For two years, the Americans, 
ROKs, and token delegations of troops from other United 
Nations countries fought the North Koreans and Chinese 
over forlorn hills and ridges that did not even have names, 
only numbers given them by the military. Even after armi-
stice talks began in a truce zone at Panmunjom, the war 
dragged on, meaninglessly chewing up lives.

The Chinese had protected their borders, and the  Americans 
had ensured the independence of the Republic of Korea. But, 
in the Cold War, with “ideology” taking on sacred signifi-
cance on both sides, neither party knew quite how to end the 

MAP 44:2 The Korean War. During the frantic last half of 1950 until 1953, newspapers regularly, sometimes daily, 
ran front-page maps of Korea to show the rapidly changing front line. Then the war bogged down in a stalemate.
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Bureaucratic Misrepresentation
Until 2000, the official death count for the Korean War was 
52,246, the number carved on the Korea Memorial. In June 
2000, it was learned that the bureaucracy had included 
all deaths in the military during the years of the war, from 
all causes and no matter where they occurred. Of 20,617 
noncombat deaths of military personnel, only 3,275 occurred 
in Korea. The corrected total of Korean War deaths is 36,940.



fighting. Some days at Panmunjom, the negotiators simply 
sat at the table all day, saying nothing.

MacArthur’s Comeuppance
Americans were frustrated. Not fi ve years after the Second 
World War, the Korean Confl ict put 5.7 million young men 
in uniform, killed 37,000 of them, and wounded 100,000. 
Defense expenditures soared from $40 billion in 1950 to $71 
billion in 1952. Truman and Acheson said that the goal was 
containment, but having contained, they were unable to con-
clude hostilities. What was wrong?

Early in 1951, General MacArthur gave his explanation. 
Forgetting his own warning against a war with the Chinese 
on the Asian mainland, he told reporters that the only reason 
he had not won the war was that Truman would not permit 
him to bomb the enemy’s supply depots in Manchuria. Later, 
 MacArthur went further; he sent a letter to Republican Con-
gressman Joseph W. Martin in which he wrote that “there is 
no substitute for victory” and assailed the commander-in-chief 
for accepting the stalemate. In April, Martin went public with 
the letter.

Not even George McClellan had so blatantly challenged the 
president’s constitutional authority as commander-in-chief. 
Truman’s military advisors were appalled and, on April 11, with 
their support, the president fired MacArthur.  Americans—
what seemed to be a large majority of them—were shocked. 

They knew MacArthur as the successful commander of the 
war against Japan. They knew little of MacArthur’s previous 
acts of insubordination because his superiors, from Herbert 
Hoover through George C. Marshall, had let them pass. They 
did not know that twice between 1945 and 1951, Truman had 
ordered MacArthur to come to the United States for discus-
sions and MacArthur refused. It was easy to reckon that the 
great general knew better how to fight the Chinese than Harry 
Truman did. Returning home after his dismissal, the general 
was feted with ticker tape parades and cheered by Congress (a 
Democratic Congress!) after a speech heard on the radio by 
more people than had tuned in to Truman’s inaugural address 
in 1949.

MacArthur concluded his speech to Congress by quoting 
a line from an old barracks song: “old soldiers never die; they 
just fade away.” He had no intention of fading away. Estab-
lishing his residence and a kind of command center at New 
York’s Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, MacArthur issued a series of 
political proclamations aimed at winning him the Republi-
can presidential nomination in 1952.

But MacArthur was no politician; he believed he was a man 
of destiny, in the hands of fate. He assumed that the people 
would come to him. They did not. As the savvy politician 
Harry S. Truman calculated, the enthusiasm for MacArthur 
dissipated within a few months. Meanwhile, the Korean 
 Conflict dragged on, dissipating Truman’s popularity too.
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Going Underground

The fear of nuclear war and the widespread assumption 
that it was inevitable took many forms during the 1950s 
and early 1960s. On the federal government’s urging, vir-
tually every school in the United States inaugurated atomic 
bomb drills that look foolish today and struck many peo-
ple at the time as ridiculous: On the teacher’s command, 
students hunkered in the fetal position under their desks.

In the early 1960s, basement rooms in schools, govern-
ment buildings, and large businesses were designated as 
“fallout shelters” and stocked with nonperishable foods 
(World War II soldiers’ C and K rations), first aid kits, toi-
let paper, and the like.

There was spawned a building boom in family fallout 
shelters in backyards all over the country. They were cov-
ered pits to which the owners, upon hearing the sirens an-
nouncing the approach of Soviet bombers, would repair 
and survive the bomb that the Soviets had earmarked for 
their community. Popular Science and Popular Mechanics,
then popular magazines, published plans for do-it-yourself 
models. Professionally built shelters, carpeted and painted 
beige, the signature wall color of the period, cost $3,000—
more than the price of all but luxury automobiles. Some 
had air conditioning with as little as possible said about 
where the electricity to run them would come from. The 

recommended cache of food and water was a two-weeks 
supply. A Stanford University professor recommended that 
poor people take shelter in a junked car they could bury.

A Los Angeles woman told a newspaper that even if 
her family was not bombed, their backyard shelter “will 
make a wonderful place for the children to play in.” Others 
observed that fallout shelters were useful storage areas. In 
religious journals, ministers and priests argued whether, 
when the bombs fell, a person was morally justified in 
shooting neighbors who tried to horn in on them.

One manufacturer in Texas was called, “The Peace O’ 
Mind Shelter Company.” Another firm, in a pamphlet 
called, “How to Survive an Atomic Bomb,” advised: 
“Things are probably going to look different when you get 
outside. If the bomb hit within a mile and a half of where 
you are, things are going to look very different.”

The federal government promoted the mania. Con-
gress had a huge fallout shelter underneath the Capitol. 
Navy Seabees built one for President John F. Kennedy at 
his winter vacation home in Palm Beach, Florida. In 1961, 
Kennedy asked Assistant Secretary of the Navy Paul Fay if 
he had built his shelter yet. When Fay replied, “No, I built 
a swimming pool instead,” Kennedy replied, “You made a 
mistake.” Fay commented, “He was dead serious.”

How They Lived
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YEARS OF TENSION
Periodically in American history, during times of great po-
litical or social stress, many people have turned to conspir-
acy theories to account for their frustrations. The era of the 
 Korean War was such a time. Large numbers of Americans 
came to believe that their failure to enjoy a sense of security 
after the great victory in the Second World War was the work 
of sinister forces at work within the United States.

“Twenty Years of Treason”
The view that, at Yalta, President Roosevelt sold out Eastern 
Europe to Stalin was an early expression of the belief that 
betrayal explained the Communist menace. In March 1947, 
President Truman inadvertently fueled anxieties by ordering 
all government employees to sign loyalty oaths, statements 
that they did not belong to the Communist party or to other 
disloyal groups. Thirty states followed the federal example, 
requiring solemn loyalty oaths even of employees who waxed 
the fl oors of the state university’s basketball courts.

Truman also contributed to the belief that there was wide-
spread treason within the federal government by  allowing 

his supporters to “red bait” Henry Wallace in the 1948 pres-
idential campaign. Wallace was eccentric, even wacky; his 
analysis of Soviet intentions in 1948 and the possibility of 
reviving good relations was mistaken. The tiny American 
Communist party supported his candidacy in 1948, but he 
was no Communist. In calling him one, as many Truman 
Democrats did, they created a political tactic that, in the 
end, could only work against their party. If there were trai-
tors in high places, the Democratic party was responsible; 
as of 1952, Democrats had been running the country for 
20 years.

Hollywood (and television) were quick to exploit the fear 
of Communist subversion aroused by Senator McCarthy. 
Screenwriters accused of Communist sympathies were fired and 
blacklisted. The major studios rushed to produce cheap “B” 
films about Communist spies who looked just like the neighbors. 
They did not forget sex, as this ad for I Married a Communist
demonstrates. The horror of a red under the bed was multiplied 
many times when the red was in the bed. Or so the studios 
hoped. Actually, red scare movies were not particularly successful 
although a TV show about a counterspy, I Led Three Lives, ran 
for several years.
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New York City’s traditional ticker tape parade for General MacArthur 
after President Truman dismissed him for insubordination and 
meddling in politics. For a month he was a national hero, lionized 
everywhere. On days like this he was justified in believing he would 
be the Republican nominee for president in 1952. As President 
Truman and General Marshall guessed, however, the enthusiasm 
wilted within months. The 1952 Republican nominee was another 
general, Dwight D. Eisenhower, whom the arrogant MacArthur 
called “the best file clerk I ever had.”
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Before 1952, frustrated right-wing Republicans like John 
Bricker of Ohio and William F. Knowland of California 
raised the specter of “twenty years of treason.” But the two 
chief beneficiaries of the second red scare were Richard M. 
Nixon, a first-term congressman from southern California 
and Joseph McCarthy, the junior senator from Wisconsin.

Alger Hiss and Richard Nixon
Richard M. Nixon built his career on the ashes of the career of 
a New Deal bureaucrat named Alger Hiss. A bright young Ivy 
Leaguer in the 1930s when he went to Washington to work in 
the Agriculture Department, Hiss had risen to be a middle-level 
aide to Roosevelt at the Yalta Conference. He was aloof and fas-
tidious in manner, a bit of a snob, and he was a militant liberal.

In 1948, a journalist, Whittaker Chambers, admitted to having 
been a Communist during the 1930s and accused Hiss of help-
ing him funnel classified American documents to the  Soviets. 
At first Chambers aroused little fuss. He had a reputation for 
making wild claims. His accusations of the distinguished Hiss 
looked like a smear designed to put him in the spotlight.  Because 
of the statute of limitations, none of the crimes of which he ac-
cused Hiss (and himself) could be prosecuted.

Hiss could have ignored Chambers. Instead, he forced the 
issue for what seemed at the time his honor but which, in ret-
rospect, probably reflects his arrogance and snobbery. Who 
would take the seedy Chambers’s word rather than his? In-
dignantly, he swore under oath that Chambers’s claims were 
lies. He said he did not even know Chambers.

To Democratic party liberals, Hiss, with his exemplary 
 record of public service, was telling the truth. The right-wing 
Chambers was a liar. But many ordinary Americans, especially 
working-class ethnics and citizens of western farming states, 
were not so sure. With his aristocratic accent and expensive 
tailored clothing, Hiss, to them, represented the Eastern upper-
class establishment, traditionally an object of their distrust.

Congressman Nixon shared these feelings. On little more 
than a hunch, he pursued the Hiss case when other Repub-
licans had lost interest. Nixon persuaded Chambers to pro-
duce microfilms that seemed to show that Hiss had indeed 
retyped classified documents on his own typewriter, which 
was in Nixon’s possession. Questioning Hiss at a congres-
sional hearing, he poked hole after hole in Hiss’s testimony. 
Largely because of Nixon’s doggedness, Hiss was convicted of 
perjury—lying under oath. With his conviction, it was plau-
sible to wonder how many other New Dealers had been spies. 
Republicans pointed out that Hiss was a personal friend of 
Secretary of State Dean Acheson.

Senator Joe McCarthy
Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin was an unlikely character to 
play a major role in the governing of a nation. Socially awk-
ward and furtive, he was also a bully who had won election 
to the Senate in 1944 by posing as a combat marine, which 
he was not. McCarthy was facing an election in 1952 that he 
seemed likely to lose; his record in the Senate was terrible. 
He needed a big issue but turned down several proposals by 
friends as dull. Almost by accident, he decided to try out the 

question of Communist subversion of the government, a 
subject in which he had previously taken little interest.

In 1950, McCarthy told a Republican audience in Wheel-
ing, West Virginia, that he had a list of 205 Communists 
who were then working in the State Department with the 
full knowledge of Secretary Acheson. McCarthy had no list. 
Only two days later, he could not remember if he had said the 
names on it totaled 205 or 57. He never released the name 
of a single State Department Communist or, indeed, of a 
Communist anywhere in the federal bureaucracy. It was all 
bluff. But in his reckless quest for publicity, McCarthy had 
stumbled on the effectiveness of the “big lie”—making fab-
ulous accusations so forcefully and repetitively that people 
concluded that they must be true.

When a few senators denounced his irresponsibility, 
 McCarthy discovered just how sensitive was the nerve he had 
touched. Senator Millard Tydings of Maryland was a conser-
vative whose distinguished family name gave him practically 
a proprietary interest in a Senate seat in his state. In 1950, 
after Tydings denounced him, McCarthy threw his support 
behind Tydings’s opponent. He fabricated a photograph—
like a tabloid composograph without the jokes—showing 
Tydings shaking hands with American Communist leader 
Earl Browder. Tydings was defeated.

McCarthyism
Other Senators who were disturbed by McCarthy got the 
point. If McCarthy could retire a senator with as safe as 
seat as Tydings had, why risk their own careers by alienat-
ing him. By 1952, McCarthy was so powerful that when 
Republican presidential candidate Dwight D. Eisenhower 
was campaigning with McCarthy in Wisconsin, McCarthy 
denounced George Marshall as disloyal and Eisenhower 
said nothing. He betrayed the man who had lifted him 
from obscurity to command the war in Europe because of 
his fear of a lying bully.

Even liberal Democrats in Congress rushed to escape Mc-
Carthy’s wrath by voting for dubious laws like the  McCarran 
Internal Security Act, which defined dozens of liberal lobby 
groups as “Communist fronts.” The McCarran Act also 
provided for the establishment of concentration camps for 
disloyal citizens in the event of a national emergency. The 
 Supreme Court fell into line with its decision in Dennis et al. 
v. United States (1951). By a vote of 6 to 2, the Court agreed 
that membership in the Communist party was sufficient 
evidence in itself to convict a person of advocating the forc-
ible overthrow of the United States government. Nothing 
had to be proved about the accused individual’s views.

At the peak of McCarthy’s power, only a very few univer-
sities (including the University of Wisconsin) and journalists 
like cartoonist Herbert Block and television commentator 
Edward R. Murrow refused to be intimidated. Only in 1954 
did McCarthy’s meteoric career crash to earth. When he was 
unable to secure preferential treatment from the army for a 
friend of his aide, Roy Cohn, McCarthy accused the army of 
fostering infiltration by Communists. He had stepped over the 
line. The Senate was emboldened to move against him, and he 
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was censured in December 1954 by a vote of 72 to 22. It was 
only the third time in American history that the nation’s most 
exclusive club rebuked one of its members so strongly.

The Making of a Politician
Nixon and McCarthy built their careers on exploiting anxiet-
ies. Less directly, the leader of the conservative Republicans, 
Senator Taft, did the same. Taft encouraged the party’s hell-
raisers as a way of chipping away at the hated Democrats. 
But the Republican Party turned neither to Taft nor another 
mover and shaker to guide them through the 1950s. Instead, 
they chose a man with no background in party politics, 
whose strength was a warm personality and whose talent was 
a knack for smoothing over confl ict.

After World War II, General Dwight David Eisenhower 
wrote his memoirs of the conflict, Crusade in Europe, and, 
early in 1948, accepted the presidency of Columbia Univer-
sity. Leaders of both parties approached him with offers to 
nominate him as president. Truman told Ike that if he would 
accept the Democratic nomination, Truman would gladly 
step aside.

In 1948, Eisenhower was not interested. He was a career 
military man who, unlike MacArthur, believed that soldiers 
should stay out of politics. It is not certain that Eisenhower 
ever bothered to vote in an election before 1948. But aca-
demic life did not suit him either. Ike’s intellectual interests 
ran to pulp western novels. And, after a lifetime accustomed 

to having his instructions carried out, he found the chaos of 
shepherding academics he could not fire to be intolerable.

As one of New York City’s most eminent citizens, however, 
Eisenhower associated and socialized with the wealthy busi-
nessmen who dominated the moderate wing of the Repub-
lican party. They showered him with gifts such as those that 
had turned General Grant’s head and investment advice that 
was inevitably sound. As an administrator himself, some-
thing of a businessman in uniform, Eisenhower found it easy 
to assimilate their politics.

In 1950, Ike took a leave of absence from Columbia to com-
mand NATO troops in Europe. There, because the  Korean 
War dragged on and because of MacArthur’s insubordination 
(which disgusted him), Ike grew more receptive to the blan-
dishments of his Republican friends that he seek the presiden-
tial nomination. Eisenhower had no illusions, as Taft did, that 
the New Deal could be dismantled, nor much interest in doing 
so. He was convinced to run by evidence of corruption in the 
Truman administration and the belief that it was unhealthy 
for one party to be in power as long as the Democrats had.

Landslide 1952
Eisenhower easily won the nomination. His opponent was 
the governor of Illinois, Adlai E. Stevenson, a New Deal lib-
eral but not associated with the unpopular Truman admin-
istration. Stevenson was an effective campaigner; he was 
personable, witty, and as attractively modest as Eisenhower. 
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Dwight D. Eisenhower (“Ike”) 
campaigning in Iowa in the fall of 
1952. For the fourth consecutive time, 
Republican moderates bypassed “Mr. 
Republican,” Robert A. Taft, for a 
candidate who was not burdened with 
Taft’s baggage of unpopular extreme 
views. Ike was the charm, winning the 
election easily.



For a few weeks late in the summer of 1952, there were hints 
that Stevenson was catching up with Ike.

But Eisenhower had too much going for him, and Eisen-
hower’s campaign managers shrewdly turned Stevenson’s 
intelligence and glibness against him. They pointed out that 
“eggheads” like him (intellectuals) were the people who 
were responsible for “the mess in Washington.”  Despite 
Eisenhower’s resistance, they applied the techniques of 
television commercials to “selling” Eisenhower. The party 
filmed a series of short TV “spots” in which an ordinary 
person asked a simple question and Eisenhower answered 
in a few “hard-hitting” words. Ike administered the coup de 
grace to the Stevenson campaign when he promised that, 
when he was elected, he would personally go to Korea and 
end the aimless war. Stevenson had no choice but to defend 
the principles of limited conflict on which the frustrating 
conflict was based.

Stevenson won nine southern states. Although he sup-
ported civil rights for African Americans, he brought the 

Dixiecrats back into the Democratic party by naming as his 
running mate a southern moderate, Senator John Sparkman 
of Alabama. Otherwise, Eisenhower swept the country win-
ning 56 percent of the popular vote.

In December, before he was inaugurated, Eisenhower 
kept his promise to go to Korea. He donned military gear 
and was filmed sipping coffee with soldiers on the front 
lines. He had long recognized that prolonging the stale-
mate was senseless while the all-out war MacArthur had 
proposed meant disaster. Without bluster, which would 
have defeated his purpose, he suggested that using the 
atomic bomb might be the only way to end the war. It was 
a bluff; Eisenhower had said in private that it had not been 
necessary to use the bomb to defeat Japan. But it worked: 
Whether or not the new “collective leadership” in the  Soviet 
Union applied pressure to the Chinese (Stalin died in March 
1953), the Chinese agreed to end the hostilities in July 1953. 
It was an auspicious beginning for President Dwight David 
Eisenhower.
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How did the contribution of the United States to World War II and the wartime 
experience of Americans compare with the country’s role in and experience of 
World War I ?
Warfare:  Was the attitude of Paul Tibbets, pilot of the plane that delivered the first atomic bomb to Hiroshima in 
Japan reflected in the attitude of American soldiers and civilians generally, or was it at odds with them?
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Hiroshima

The View from the Enola Gay, 1945  

From New York Times Oral History Program.

. . .

Q: What do you feel, looking back on it, well, as far as your 
association with this horror? 

Tibbets: Well, okay, I’ll have to sound real coldblooded 
to you but then I can explain my reasons. I felt nothing 
about it. I was told, as a military person, to do something. 
I recognized, as somebody said a long time ago, war is hell. 
This wasn’t anything personal as far as I’m concerned, so I 
had no personal part in it; I don’t let my personal feelings 
get mixed up in it. I don’t know how many people were 

killed—I don’t want anybody to get killed; but let’s face it, 
if you’re going to fight a war, you fight it to win and use 
any method you can and somebody’s going to get hurt. All 
right, if you can kill a mess of them at one time and get it 
over with that much quicker, I think you’re better off in 
the long run. So, as I say, I was following instructions, I 
was carrying out an order I had been issued by competent 
authority; it wasn’t my decision to make morally, one way 
or the other. I did what I was told; it was a success as far as 
I was concerned, and that’s where I’ve left it. I can assure 
you that I can sleep just as peacefully at night as anybody 
can sleep. 

Culture and Society:  This reminiscence of Monica Sone, who was interned as a girl during World War II and the 
opinion in Korematsu v. the United States by Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black present contrasting views of the 
camps to which Japanese Americans living on the West Coast were forced to relocate between 1942 and 1945.  Can 
they be reconciled?  Can both be true?  If so, how?  If not, which is more accurate?
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To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”

Korematsu v. United States, 1944 

From United States Reports: Cases Adjudged in the Supreme 
Court at October Term, 1944. Volume 323. Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1945. 

Mr. Justice Black delivered the opinion of the Court. 
The petitioner, an American citizen of Japanese descent, 

was convicted in a federal district court for remaining 
in San Leandro, California, a “Military Area,” contrary 
to Civilian Exclusion Order No. 34 of the Commanding 
General of the Western Command, U.S. Army, which 
directed that after May 9, 1942, all persons of Japanese 
ancestry should be excluded from that area. . . . 
. . . 

. . . Regardless of the true nature of the assembly and 
relocation centers–and we deem it unjustifiable to call them 
concentration camps with all the ugly connotations that 
term implies–we are dealing specifically with nothing but 
an exclusion order. To cast this case into outlines of racial 

prejudice, without reference to the real military dangers which 
were presented, merely confuses the issue. Korematsu was not 
excluded from the Military Area because of hostility to him 
or his race. He was excluded because we are at war with the 
Japanese Empire, because the properly constituted military 
authorities feared an invasion of our West Coast and felt 
constrained to take proper security measures, because they 
decided that the military urgency of the situation demanded 
that all citizens of Japanese ancestry be segregated from 
the West Coast temporarily, and finally, because Congress, 
reposing its confidence in this time of war in our military 
leaders–as inevitably it must–determined that they should 
have the power to do just this. There was evidence of disloyalty 
on the part of some, the military authorities considered that 
the need for action was great, and time was short. We cannot–
by availing ourselves of the calm perspective of hindsight–now 
say that at that time these actions were unjustified.

Diary of Nisei Daughter, Monica Sone

. . . 
On the twenty-first of April, a Tuesday, the general gave us 
the shattering news. “All the Seattle Japanese will be moved 
to Puyallup by May 1. Everyone must be registered Saturday 
and Sunday between 8 A.M. and 5 P.M. They will leave next 
week in three groups, on Tuesday, Thursday and Friday.”
. . . 
Henry went to the Control Station to register the family. He 
came home with twenty tags, all numbered “10710,” tags to be 
attached to each piece of baggage, and one to hang from our 
coat lapels. From then on, we were known as Family #10710.
. . . 
We stumbled out, stunned, dragging our bundles after us. It 
must have rained hard the night before in Puyallup, for we sank 
ankle deep into gray, gluttinous mud. The receptionist, a white 
man, instructed us courteously, “Now, folks, please stay together 
as family units and line up. You’ll be assigned your apartment.”
. . . 
Throughout the barracks, there were a medley of creaking cots, 
whimpering infants and explosive night coughs. Our attention 
was riveted on the intense little wood stove which glowed so 
violently I feared it would melt right down to the floor. We 
soon learned that this condition lasted for only a short time, 
after which it suddenly turned into a deep freeze. Henry and 
Father took turns at the stove to produce the harrowing blast 
which all but singed our army blankets, but did not penetrate 
through them. As it grew quieter in the barracks, I could 
hear the light patter of rain. Soon I felt the “splat! splat!” of 
raindrops digging holes into my face. The dampness on my 
pillow spread like a mortal bleeding, and I finally had to get out 

and haul my cot toward the center of the room. In a short while 
Henry was up. “I’ve got multiple leaks, too. Have to complain to 
the landlord first thing in the morning.”

All through the night I heard people getting up, dragging 
cots around. I stared at our little window, unable to sleep. I was 
glad Mother had put up a makeshift curtain on the window for 
I noticed a powerful beam of light sweeping across it every few 
seconds. The lights came from high towers placed around the 
camp where guards with Tommy guns kept a twenty-four hour 
vigil. I remembered the wire fence encircling us, and a knot 
of anger tightened in my breast. What was I doing behind a 
fence like a criminal? If there were accusations to be made, why 
hadn’t I been given a fair trial? Maybe I wasn’t considered an 
American anymore. My citizenship wasn’t real, after all. Then 
what was I? I was certainly not a citizen of Japan as my parents 
were. On second thought, even Father and Mother were more 
alien residents of the United States than Japanese nationals for 
they had little tie with their mother country. In their twenty-
five years in America, they had worked and paid their taxes to 
their adopted government as any other citizen.

Of one thing I was sure. The wire fence was real. I no 
longer had the right to walk out of it. It was because I had 
Japanese ancestors. 
. . . 
We had been brought to Puyallup in May. We were still 
there in August. We knew Puyallup was temporary and we 
were anxious to complete our migration into a permanent 
camp inland. No one knew where we were going or when 
we were leaving. The sultry heat took its toll of temper and 
patience, and everyone showed signs of restlessness. . . .
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T
he voters of 1952 chose a Republican president 
for the first time in twenty-four years, but no 
one spoke of the election as a political “revolu-
tion.” Americans wanted a change of pace, not 
radical change. They had learned to live with the 

Cold War; they had no choice. They wanted out of Korea, 
where soldiers were dying daily for reasons the Demo-
crats could not persuasively explain. But most Americans 
remained grateful for the New Deal reforms that had im-
proved their lives. They wanted no returning to the days of 
Calvin Coolidge such as Robert Taft had called for since the 
1930s. But Harry S. Truman’s proposals to revive the spirit 
of the New Deal and expand New Deal programs found no 
mass support. Ordinary people were weary of reformers’ 
moral demands—and the sacrifices the war had required. 
They wanted to kick back and taste the fruits of living in the 
world’s richest nation.

In fact, they were already enjoying them when they elected 
Dwight David Eisenhower to the White House. As a decade 
with a personality, “the Fifties” lasted about fifteen years, 
 beginning in 1947 or 1948, when the armed forces had been 
demobilized and people were beginning to spend freely on 
new homes, cars, and consumer goods, and the era ended 
in November 1963 when President John F. Kennedy was 
 assassinated and the good times did not feel quite as good 
any longer.

LET THE GOOD TIMES ROLL
The amiable Ike with his favorite uncle grin was reassuring. 
He promised peace in Korea. He replaced the political pros, 
do-gooder intellectuals, and apparatchik liberal planners of 
the Roosevelt-Truman era with professional administra-
tors like himself and with the stolid businessmen who had 
swarmed around him since 1945.

Ike’s advisors were not a colorful lot. “Eight millionaires 
and a plumber,” a Democrat sniffed when Eisenhower an-
nounced his cabinet. (The plumber, the secretary of labor, 
resigned within a year to be replaced by another millionaire.) 
When Congress created the new Department of Health, Edu-
cation, and Welfare, Eisenhower’s pick to head it was not a 
social worker, briefcase bulging with new programs, but a 
military bureaucrat like himself, Oveta Culp Hobby, the head 
of the Women’s Army Corps.

Ike’s Style and Its Critics
Eisenhower’s style was soothing. He did not leap into politi-
cal cat fi ghts with claws fl ashing as Truman had. He calmly 
sidled away when the caterwauling started, leaving the dirty 
work to his subordinates. Vice President Richard Nixon 
(whom Eisenhower never liked) was one of his hatchet men. 
More important was Eisenhower’s special assistant, former 
New Hampshire governor Sherman Adams. Adams screened 

Chapter 45

“Happy Days”
Popular Culture in the Fifties
1947–1963

A multitude of uniform, unidentifiable houses, lined up inflexibly, at uniform 
distances on uniform roads in a treeless waste, inhabited by people of the same class, 
the same incomes, the same age group, witnessing the same television performances, 
eating the same tasteless prefabricated foods, from the same freezers, conforming in 
every outward and inward respect to a common mold manufactured in the same 
central metropolis.

—Lewis Mumford
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everyone who wanted to see the president, turning away 
those who might ruffl e Ike, entangle him in a controversy, 
or trick him into making an embarrassing statement. Adams 
vetted every document that was to cross the president’s desk. 
He weeded out those he found trivial and summarized the 
others, which was what Eisenhower wanted, no more than 
a page or two on any subject—“briefs” such as he had dealt 
with as a general in charge of a profoundly complex opera-
tion involving millions of soldiers and many millions more 
civilians. Operation Overlord was a pretty good lesson in 
how to delegate authority and responsibility.

Democratic party critics claimed that Adams was too 
powerful, that he made many presidential-level decisions 
himself. He did. Eisenhower was no micromanager. He ap-
preciated the flinty New Englander’s services. In 1958, when 
it was revealed that Adams had rigged some government 
decisions to benefit an old friend and then accepted a gift 
from him—a rather petty one, a vicuna wool overcoat—he 
was forced to resign. Eisenhower let Adams go, but he bit-
terly resented losing him and those who had made hay out of 
Adams’s indiscretion.

The president also allowed the members of his cabinet 
loose reins. They were told to study the issues before their 
departments, report their findings—briefly. If they dis-
agreed among themselves on a decision to be made, they 
debated—briefly— while Ike listened. Eisenhower never 
shirked ultimate responsibility for his decisions. He pre-
ferred finding a compromise to flat out backing one advisor 
against another. That was how he had handled subordinates 
as headstrong and feisty as Bernard Montgomery, Charles 
DeGaulle and generals as mutually hostile as Omar Bradley 
and George Patton during the war. The members of his ho-
mogenous cabinet were pussycats compared to them.

Intellectuals poked fun at what seemed to be Eisenhower’s 
losing battle with the English language. Ike was never been 
comfortable speaking to large audiences. His preferred play-
ing field was the closed conference room and the morale-
boosting “public appearance” when he could beam, wave, 
lead cheers, shake the hands of sixty people a minute, and 
exit stage right. 

At presidential press conferences, when faced with a con-
tentious reporter, he sometimes lapsed into gobbledygook. 
When asked what he was doing about an economic down-
turn, he replied 

this economy of ours is not so simple that it obeys to the 
opinion or bias or pronouncements of any particular in-
dividual, even to the president. This is an economy that is 
made up of 173 million people and it reflects their desires: 
they’re ready to buy, they’re ready to spend, it is a thing 
that is too complex and too big to be affected adversely or 
advantageously just by a few words or any particular—say 
a little this and that, or even a panacea so alleged.

In some cases, at least, Eisenhower knew exactly what he was 
doing when he spoke like this. When an aide warned him 
reporters would ask him a question better not answered, he 
said, “Don’t worry. I’ll just confuse them.” Eisenhower was 
quite a good writer. The prose in his Crusade in Europe was 
simple, direct, economical, and clear.

We’re in the Money
Critics mocked Eisenhower’s undisguised enjoyment of leisure. 
The nation was drifting, they said, while Ike relaxed on his gen-
tleman’s farm on the battlefi eld at Gettysburg (a gift of wealthy 
businessmen) and took too many vacations in places where the 
golf courses were always green, the sun warm, the clubhouses 
air-conditioned, and the martinis dry. But Ike’s mockers found 
an audience only among themselves. The majority of Ameri-
cans did not object to a president who liked to take it easy. In 
1956, when Ike ran for reelection shortly after suffering a seri-
ous heart attack and undergoing major surgery, voters reelected 
him by a greater margin than in 1952. Better Ike recuperating 
on a fairway than a healthy Adlai Stevenson telling them to roll 
up their sleeves and get to work making America better.

For a large majority of white Americans, the 1950s were 
good times. This was not just because the New Deal and the 
World War had spread the nation’s wealth around more eq-
uitably. Those people defined as living in poverty were about 
as numerous proportionately as they had been in the 1920s. 

1946 1948 1950 19541952 1956 1960

Fifties Culture 1946–1960

1949 Levittown, New York

1950 4 million TV sets in use; 6 million cars sold

TV quiz show scandal; Barbie doll introduced  1959

Interstate Highway System; Mickey Spillane best-selling author of all time  1956

1947 “New Look” in women’s fashions

1948 “Kinsey Report” published

1954 Davy Crockett mania

1955 The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit published

Peyton Place published 1957

1958



The lowestpaid fifth of the population earned the same 3 to 
4 percent of national income that they had earned during the 
Coolidge era. The wealthiest fifth of the population contin-
ued to enjoy 44 to 45 percent of earnings. The remaining 60 
percent, therefore—the American middle class (households 
with an annual income of $3,000–$10,000, $24,000–$78,000 
in today’s money)—was proportionately no better off than it 
had been before the New Deal.

The difference in the 1950s was the size of the pie from 
which the slices were cut. Never in history had the world’s 
richest nation been so very much richer than all the others. 
Two-thirds of the world’s gold reserves were in the United 
States, half the world’s manufacturing. Each year, Americans 
consumed a third of the world’s goods. Energy, notably gaso-
line, was dirt cheap thanks to the wartime increase in refining 
capacity. In 1950, discretionary income—income not needed 
to pay for necessities—totaled $100 billion compared with 
$40 billion in 1940, a quantum jump.

Traditional values—thrift and frugality—dictated that 
such money be saved against a rainy day or invested; it 
was capital. After the Great Depression, however, when so 
many had pinched pennies just to get by, and after the ra-
tioning and scarcities of the war years, middle-class Ameri-
cans, blue collar and white collar, itched to spend on goods 
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and services that made life more comfortable, varied, and 
stimulating. Consumer-oriented businesses obliged them 
and then, just as in the Roaring Twenties, there were the 
amusing fads.

Fads
In late 1954 and early 1955, Hollywood’s Walt Disney telecast 
three programs about a half-forgotten nineteenth- century 
frontiersman and politician, Davy Crockett of Tennessee. 
Disney’s Davy wore a coonskin cap, hooped tail hanging 
down his neck, headgear, historians rushed to point out, 
the real Crockett never did. Who cared? The cap was eye-
 catching and Disney, anticipating a mania, licensed a hat 
manufacturer to make the “offi cial” Davy topper. The price 
of coonskins soared from $.25 to $6 per pound and many 
more of the 10 million Crockett hats sold were made from 
rabbit or cat skins or synthetic fur than from the real thing.

And it was not just hats. Schoolchildren’s lunch boxes dec-
orated with pictures of Davy shooting bears, also licensed by 
Disney, were must-haves. After the bell, children played with 
plastic long rifles and Bowie knives reasonably safe for use in 
backyard Alamos. (Crockett was killed in the Mexican army’s 
assault on the Alamo in 1836.) Within a year, Americans spent 
$100 million on some 3,000 different Crockett items, from 

Actor Fess Parker in full Davy Crockett regalia chatting 
with three children pleased to be the owners of top-of-
the-line coonskin caps. Walt Disney’s studio was the first 
to recognize the potentially huge profits in licensing an 
avalanche of merchandise tied to a movie or TV program. 
Coonskin caps were the big Crockett item. These were 
plush, real coon fur, real coon’s tail. For the less affluent 
parent harassed by offspring, there were ratty models 
(perhaps, indeed, made from rats), available for a dollar.
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Sweating Less, Eating Better
Willis Carrier invented air conditioning 
in 1902 but his “refrigerated mountain 
ozone” was slow to catch on. Even 
people who could readily afford it in 
their homes thought that there was 
something perverse about it. Carrier and 
his competitors survived only because of 
sales to factories in which temperature 
and humidity were vital to what they 
did (printing plants, cotton mills). During 
the 1930s, movie theaters installed air 
conditioning as a way to increase ticket 
sales during the summer and it worked. In 

1950, however, only one American home in 
a hundred was air conditioned. Then the 
industry took off, first in the Southwest, 
then nationwide. By 1980, half the homes 
in the country were air-conditioned (by 
2000 80 percent).

Clarence Birdseye was another 
inventor who could not sell cold. During 
the 1920s, he perfected a method of 
freezing fish, vegetables, and fruit so 
they tasted a lot more like fresh fish, 
vegetables, and fruit than the stuff 
that came in cans. Birdseye frozen 
foods were expensive and the subzero 

compartments in refrigerators were large 
enough for only a few trays of ice cubes. 
Birdseye’s company barely survived 
the depression. In the Fifties, with more 
money to spend, middle-class diets were 
upgraded. People ate less of the cheap, 
starchy, filling staples that had sustained 
their parents. Meat, vegetable, and fruit 
consumption increased. Frozen food 
meant strawberries in January and peas 
pretty much like freshly shucked peas all 
year around. And, of course, refrigerator 
manufacturers responded with big freezer 
compartments.

fringed pseudo-buckskin shirts to wading pools on which 
the magic name and image were embossed. In the summer of 
1955, several large department stores reported that 10 percent 
of their sales were in Davy Crockett paraphernalia.

In 1958, Wham-O, a toy manufacturer, brought out a plas-
tic version of an Australian exercise device, a simple hoop that 
one twirled about the hips by means of hulalike gyrations. 

 Almost overnight, 30 million “hula hoops” were sold for $1.98, 
100 million within six months. Simple as the toy was to make, 
four Wham-O factories could not keep up with demand. Like 
the Crockett mania, the hula hoop craze lasted less than a year; 
then one could be had for 50¢. But who wanted one?

Chlorophyll, a long-known chemical compound found 
in most plants, became a rage when manufacturers of more 

Sloan Wilson’s best-selling novel The Man 
in the Gray Flannel Suit was made into a 
film in 1955. Tom Rath, portrayed by actor, 
Gregory Peck, was a rising young executive 
who, on his daily commute to work in 
New York City, mulls over the emptiness 
of his job and his home life in the suburbs 
where, instead of greeting him, his children 
watch television. He reminisces uselessly of 
a brief, exciting affair with an Italian girl 
during World War II. Wilson’s book was an 
indictment of life in the 1950s for upwardly 
mobile Americans—and they read the book 
and saw the movie in droves.
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than ninety products, ranging from chewing gum to dog 
food, proclaimed that the green stuff improved the odor 
of those who chewed it, shampooed with it, and rubbed it 
into their armpits. Americans spent $135 million on chloro-
phyll products. That boom may have busted when scientists 
pointed out that goats, famously hard on the nose, consumed 
chlorophyll all day every day.

Some investors who dreamed up surefire fads did not fare 
so well. Trampolines, for example, extensively promoted, 
were too big, too expensive, and broke too many kids’ bones. 
Some fads profited only the newspapers and magazines that 
reported them: College students competing to see how many 
of them could squeeze into a telephone booth or a Volkswa-
gen Beetle, for example.

The Boob Tube
The most signifi cant new consumer bauble of the decade 
was the home television receiver. TV was introduced as a 
broadcast medium in 1939. However, “radio with a picture” 
remained a toy of electronics hobbyists until after the war. In 
1946, there were just six commercial TV stations in the U.S. 
and 8,000 privately owned receivers, one per 18,000 people.

Gambling that middle-class Americans would spend 
money on yet another kind of entertainment, the radio net-
works sidled into television, at first offering only a few hours 
of programming each evening. Furniture stores left TV sets in 
their display windows turned on and, sure enough, in the eve-
ning knots of people gathered to watch the flickering screen. 
Manufacturers of sets like Dumont peddled their product as 
a healthy social innovation: “There is great happiness in the 

home where the family is held together by this new common 
bond!” The American Television Dealers and Manufacturers 
Association asked parents, “How can a little girl describe the 
bruise deep inside?—the hurt that her friends’ parents have a 
TV—Can you deny television to your children any longer?”

Parents could not. By the end of 1950 almost 4 million sets 
had been sold, by 1952 18 million. In 1956 some 442 stations 
(now called channels) were on the air. By 1970, more house-
holds would be equipped with a TV set than with refrigera-
tors, bathtubs, or indoor toilets.

A few high-minded network executives hoped that tele-
vision would be an agent of education and cultural uplift. 
They telecast serious plays, both classics and original dra-
mas, on the “small screen.” But no one deluded himself as 
Herbert Hoover had during the 1920s when he said that 
radio should be free of commercial advertising. From TV’s 
first days, “sponsors” peddling consumer goods interrupted 
programs every fifteen minutes with their spiels. The first 
commercial blockbusters were variety shows, one hosted by 
Milton Berle, a manic burlesque clown. Another, Toast of the 
Town on Sunday evenings, was rather more remarkable in 
that its host, Ed Sullivan, was homely, stiff, and awkward 
on stage with a less than sterling reputation as a New York 
gossip columnist.

Cowboys and Quiz Shows
In 1955, the networks found another moneymaker in a ven-
erable American genre, the western. Within two years they 
launched more than forty programs set in the “Wild West.” 
By 1957, one-third of “prime time” (the evening hours 

American Classics
Two 1950s products looked like passing 
fads but turned out to be sturdy 
institutions. In 1947, Earl Tupper patented 
a polyethelene container for storing 
“leftovers” in the refrigerator. His 
innovation was a lid that hermetically 
sealed the container. “Tupperware” was 
useful, but it sold poorly. Browsers in 
hardware and five and dime stores could 
not figure out what it was good for.

In 1951, a marketing whiz, Brownie 
Wise, persuaded Tupper to yank his 
product from stores and sell them directly 
by demonstrating their usefulness to 
the people who would be using them: 
housewives. She recruited a huge sales 
force, almost all women, all working on 
commission only. They located other 
women who would invite fifteen or twenty 
acquaintances to afternoon “Tupperware 
Parties.” After a bit of socializing, the 

saleswoman demonstrated Tupperware 
and took orders. She also identified other 
likely hostesses and had them throw a 
party. In return for tidying up the house 
and putting out refreshments, hostesses 
made $10 to $25 depending on how many 
items guests purchased. Wise’s marketing 
technique was a roaring success.

Equally remarkable was the success of 
a doll that was neither a baby nor a stuffed 
animal. “Barbie” was an 11 1/2-inch tall 
teenager of proportions so voluptuous and 
feet so tiny that, had she been flesh and 
blood, she could not have walked without 
frequent spills. The Mattel Corporation 
gambled that, for the Christmas shopping 
season of 1959, Barbie would sell big to 
teens too young to be dating but thinking 
about it. And not only the doll because, as 
a fashion model, Barbie needed dozens 
of skirts, dresses, and accessories, which 
Mattel thoughtfully sold.

The Barbie doll was a “paper doll” (a 
cardboard cutout with paper changes 
of costume attached by foldover tabs) 
in three dimensions. A dime bought a 
paper doll and a large wardrobe. Barbie 
cost $3 and her appetite for clothing was 
insatiable. Within a few years, Mattel was 
the nation’s fourth largest manufacturer 
of “women’s clothing.” Barbie loved 
animals; Mattel provided twelve horses, 
seventeen dogs, and five cats as possible 
pets. Barbie soon had a little sister the 
age of her owners and a steady date, Ken; 
they were both dressy too. Barbie made 
new friends every Christmas including, in 
1980, a Hispanic and an African American 
girl. In forty years, Barbie pursued eighty 
careers, all requiring equipment. In 1992, 
“Army Barbie” went to war in Iraq. In 
1997, “Wheelchair Barbie” coped with a 
handicap. As of 2006, Mattel had sold a 
billion Barbies.
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 between supper and bedtime) was given over to horses, rus-
tlers, sheriffs, federal marshalls, badmen aplenty, and the oc-
casional “saloon girl” with a heart of gold. In Los Angeles a 
hopeless addict could watch sixty-fours hours of westerns 
each week.

One of the first westerns, Gunsmoke, ran through 635 epi-
sodes. A quarter of the world’s population saw at least one 
episode in which Marshall Matt Dillon made Dodge City, 
Kansas, safe for decent law-abiding citizens. Death Valley 
Days revived the career of actor Ronald Reagan. As the host 
who introduced stories with different characters each week, 
he was able to “play himself” before millions of viewers. His 
self was very likable. Death Valley Days set Reagan off on a 
trail of celebrity that eventually led to the White House.

Quiz shows offering huge prizes caught the popular imag-
ination. The first was The $64,000 Question. (The name was 
a play on an old radio quiz show on which the ultimate chal-
lenge was “the $64 question.”) Millions sat entranced as sec-
retaries, postal clerks, and idiot savants rattled off the names 
of Medieval Polish kings, flyweight boxers of the 1920s, and 
lines from Shakespeare’s plays. Then, in 1959, an investiga-
tor discovered that a popular contestant on a show called 
21, a young university instructor named Charles Van Doren, 
had been fed answers. So had others who had telegenic per-
sonalities while less attractive contestants (like the one who 
fingered Van Doren) were helped until they were no longer 
wanted and then, just in case they actually knew the right 
answers, were paid to take a dive.

The exposé was sensational because Van Doren had gri-
maced with agony when he pretended to struggle to retrieve 
some obscure morsel of knowledge from deep within his 
mind and gasped for air to avoid fainting with relief when 
he came up with the answer he had memorized. Academ-
ics said they were shocked, simply shocked by Van Doren’s 
betrayal of their profession’s integrity. The producers of the 
quiz shows said that they were entertainers, not intelligence 
testers: It was a show, for goodness sake.

Ordinary folks just changed the channel. There was always 
I Love Lucy which, on one evening in 1953, 44 million people 
tuned in, 15 million more than watched President Eisenhow-
er’s inauguration the next day. And Gunsmoke was still going 
strong, although its writers admitted stress trying to come 
up with fresh stories. “We’ve used up De Maupassant,” said 
one, referring to a prolific author of short stories, “and we’re 
halfway through Maugham” (another).

Economic and Cultural Fallout
Television’s expropriation of so many leisure hours virtually 
destroyed social dancing and transformed radio and movies. 
The “big bands” that had toured the country playing at ball-
rooms could not compete with TV. The high costs of moving 
thirty or more musicians and several tons of equipment from 
one “one night stand” to another meant that bands needed 
to play to full houses in order to survive. The competition of 
free entertainment at home was too much for them.

The major radio networks—NBC, CBS, and ABC (and, 
for a few years, Dumont)—became the major TV networks. 

They retooled their most popular radio serials for television 
and, in the Sixties, abandoned radio comedies and dramas 
in the evening hours. Who listened to Gunsmoke or Amos 
‘n’ Andy when they could watch them? In the evenings, the 
radio networks provided little more to affiliated stations 
than hourly news and sports reports, the odd fifteen minutes 
of “commentary,” and special events. Local stations filled the 
empty hours with their “disk jockeys” who played recorded 
music and prattled moronically between “numbers.” Local 
radio reported the weather and traffic conditions, broadcast 
local sporting events, and reminded listeners who were work-
ing or driving of the time. The medium was utterly changed 
in just a few years from a centerpiece of popular culture into 
white noise.

In 1946, 82 million Americans had gone to the movies each 
week. Ten years later, that figure was cut in half. The biggest 
Hollywood studios (MGM, Paramount, Warner Brothers, 
RKO, 20th Century Fox, Columbia) responded by experi-
menting with themes taboo on TV, particularly sex (what 
else?) and with spectacular films “with a cast of thousands!” 
that could not be “experienced” on TV’s small screen: in 1952, 
for example, Quo Vadis? (ancient Rome) and The Greatest 
Show on Earth (the circus).

Indeed, Hollywood made its “big screen” bigger—wider, 
 actually—with technological innovations such as Cinema-
scope. There were experiments with “3-D”—three- dimensional 

Republic Films
Republic Pictures was the classiest and most prosperous of 
the “B” movie studios. Its facilities and technology were as 
good as MGM’s and its stars—John Wayne, Gene Autry, Roy 
Rogers, Judy Canova—were very popular. While the major 
studios made, about, thirty films a year, Republic churned 
out a hundred strictly budgeted films and serials annually 
between 1935 and 1950. Republic’s annual earnings ranked 
near the top in Hollywood.

Republic was brilliantly managed by Herbert J. Yates until, 
faced with TV’s challenge, he did everything wrong. Yates 
failed to recognize (as other “B” studios did) that Republic was 
perfectly set up for TV production: Formula films made quickly, 
what TV wanted, were what Republic was already doing.

Then, hungry for cash, Yates sold several hundred of 
Republic’s old films, mostly westerns, to TV. Neighborhood 
theater owners, Republic’s sustenance, were enraged. 
They were in a life and death competition with television, 
and Yates was arming the enemy. Several regional exhibitor 
associations boycotted Republic films.

This was Hollywood so there had to be a salacious angle 
to Republic’s collapse. Yates had been notorious for firing 
actors if two of their films failed to turn a profit. However, 
when his wife, actress Vera Hruba Ralston, failed to catch 
on—with a vengeance—the doting Yates continued to 
star her in movie after movie. She made twenty-six movies; 
twenty-four of them lost money. Republic ceased production 
in 1956 and dissolved in 1960.



movies. Wearing special cardboard spectacles smudged with 
greasy thumbprints (buttered popcorn), moviegoers shrieked 
as they dodged spears and anything else that an actor could 
hurl at the camera. That novelty wore off quickly.

Neighborhood theaters, especially in cities, did not fare 
as well as the Hollywood studios. They depended on repeat 
patronage, locals who could walk to the movies for the sake 
of an evening out. Small theaters could not afford the high 
rental fees charged for new films, let alone install Cinema-
scope at a cost of $12,000–$25,000. Instead, they ran three 
different programs each week, at least one of them a double 
feature. Their staples were old films and “B” movies, cheaply 
made formula films that rented at a small fixed price.

By 1950, “B” movies were supplied by studios on Holly-
wood’s “poverty row” such as Republic, Grand National, and 
Monogram. The trouble was that, in effect, TV was showing 
several half-hour “B” movies each evening for free. Theaters 
that had been neighborhood social centers closed, 55 in New 
York City just in 1951, 134 in Los Angeles. By 1963, half the 
movie houses in business in 1947 were boarded up or pulver-
ized by the wrecking ball.

TV and Reading
The “one-eyed monster” did not much affect the circulation 
of “high-brow” magazines like the Atlantic and Harper’s, an 
indication that more educated people were less likely to be 
hooked on TV. However, general-interest magazines that had 
been “middle-brow” stalwarts like the Saturday Evening Post, 
Collier’s, Look, even Life, a picture magazine, saw their read-
ership drop. In time, they all folded. By way of contrast, new 
sex and scandal “low-brow” magazines such as Confi dential
and Hush Hush, which traffi cked in material TV would not 
touch, boomed. In 1955, Confi dential sold more than 4 mil-
lion copies a month.

Sales of new hardcover books remained steady. Cheap 
paperback editions of classics and last year’s best sellers 
boomed—another sign that serious readers were less smitten 
with television. Once again, however, less educated people 
were reading too. They made a publishing phenomenon of 
Mickey Spillane, who created a crude, even sadistic detec-
tive, Mike Hammer, for whom, every twenty or thirty pages, 
women discarded their clothing. Hammer shot one such 
loose lady in the belly. Spillane’s first book, I, the Jury, sold 
3 million copies in a 25¢-paperback. By 1956, Spillane had 
published seven books; every one was on a list of the ten 
best-selling books of fiction in American history.

What Americans cut out in order to watch TV was social-
izing. Instead of chatting with neighbors or with relatives by 
phone, or “getting together” in the evening to play cards, for 
a dance or at a club, families barricaded themselves in their 
homes, resenting interruptions. Food processing companies 
invented the “TV dinner,” a complete meal in an aluminum foil 
tray that could be put in and taken out of the oven during com-
mercials and eaten in silence from a “TV table,” a metal tray on 
folding legs, one for each member of the family. Not even sup-
pertime conversation, the central moment of American family 
life, need get between viewers and their favorite shows.

SUBURBIA
Social critics said that the TV-addicted family, staring slack-
jawed at the fl ickering tube during the few hours all were 
together, had abandoned the personal interactions that alone 

Family Values
Westerns and quiz shows went out of fashion. TV programs 
revolving around idealized families never lost their appeal. 
Television kept them going by tweaking the formula just 
a bit. Thus a widower (who could date attractive women) 
raising his three boys. Or, producers could squeeze eight 
young children aged 4 to 12 in the same suburban home with 
parents about 30 by killing off mom’s and dad’s first spouses, 
marrying them, thus combining two sets of kids and doubling 
the fun. Or the kids could organize a wholesome rock and 
roll band.
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Television’s Nelson family (Ozzie the dad, Harriett the mom, Ricky 
and David). Ozzie and Harriet was just one of a dozen popular TV 
shows about happy, middle-class, suburban families who faced a 
crisis weekly but never one that required more than half an hour to 
resolve. The Nelsons were unique in that the characters really were a 
family. It was “reality TV” and, then again, it was not.
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gave the modern nuclear family meaning. If so, television 
provided substitutes. In 1954, a group of psychologists de-
scribed the most popular morning program—housewives 
were the audience—The Arthur Godfrey Show, as shrewdly 
creating an “illusion of the family structure” but without 
confl icts. Godfrey was the most “amiable” of husbands and 
fathers but there was on his program no “wife” or “mother” 
fi gure. Viewers vicariously fi lled those roles.

In the evenings, television provided affectionate happy 
families to watch. In Ozzie and Harriet (first aired in 1952),
Make Room for Daddy (1953), Father Knows Best (1954), and
Leave it to Beaver (1957), the adults were young, healthy, 
handsome, even-tempered, middle class, and, of course, 
white. Father, the breadwinner, might be wise or a lovable 
bumbler. Mother, a homemaker, worshiped him or, at least, 
was formally submissive even when she, the kids, and view-
ers knew that she was the one who held everything together. 
The children—two or three, usually—were great friends 
with one another, often mischievous but never nasty, and 
ultimately obedient and respectful. TV families were utterly 
without ethnic identification; they were vaguely mainstream 
Protestant but never dealt with religion or anything else 
controversial. They did not watch TV at dinnertime; they 
interacted with one another.

TV’s idealized families (except Make Room for Daddy)
lived in the suburbs (and Daddy moved his family there after 
a year or two) because the suburbs were where the white 
middle class of the Fifties watched its TV.

White Flight
One TV family had an African American maid who 
 functioned—almost—as one of the family. However, hers was 
just about the only black face ever seen in television’s portrait 
of suburban America. In fact, the massive movement of popu-
lation from cities to suburbs after World War II owed in part to 
white people’s racial anxieties. During the war, African Ameri-
can neighborhoods in big cities expanded rapidly as southern 
blacks migrated north and west to take factory jobs open to 
them for the fi rst time. When African Americans pushed into 
white neighborhoods, the result was “white fl ight.”

Another cause of the flight to suburbia was a severe urban 
housing shortage. Construction of new homes had been vir-
tually suspended during the war. Suddenly, in 1945 and 1946, 
millions of returning veterans and their wives, and often an 
infant—a four years’ backlog of young families—needed 
places in which to live. The demand for apartments and 
houses in the cities pushed prices and rents far beyond the 
means of most newlyweds.

Municipal housing authorities financed with federal 
money began to demolish old neighborhoods to build mul-
tistoried apartment buildings. In the short run, such “clear-
ance” projects aggravated the housing shortage. In cities with 
“fair housing” laws that opened public housing to African 
Americans, whites shunned the new “developments.” Young 
white couples squeezed into single rooms in white neighbor-
hoods or, even less comfortable for many, moved in with 
 parents. What was to be done?

Levittown, New York, not long after 
it was constructed. (Note: no large 
trees.) The houses were much the 
same, but they were not really, as a 
bitterly satirical song had it, “made 
of ticky-tacky.” The Levitts used good 
materials, keeping their selling prices 
down by applying mass-production 
techniques to home building. In 
Levittown, Pennsylvania, their 
second project with somewhat fancier 
houses, they had a residence ready for 
occupancy every fifteen minutes.
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Assembly Line Homes
The answer was entirely new “bedroom communities” built 
on cheap land outside cities but easily accessible to the facto-
ries and offi ces where the family provider worked. Such land 
was plentiful because, before universal automobile owner-
ship, American cities had clear boundaries; they ended where 
the trolley lines ended and there the countryside began. 
About 10,000 acres within the city limits of Philadelphia 
were still being farmed at the end of World War II. Most of 
the million housing starts in 1946 (compared with 142,000 
in 1944) were in the suburbs.

Most new homes were built by small contractors, five a 
year each on average. There were not enough skilled carpen-
ters, plumbers, electricians, and plasterers to do much more. 
William Levitt, who had mass-produced barracks for the 
army early in the war and then served in the Seabees, the 
navy’s construction unit that turned captured Pacific islands 
into airfields and bases in days, saw that the crying demand 
for housing could be met profitably by producing affordable 
homes quickly using  assembly-line methods and a minimum 
of skilled craftsmen.

Levitt bought 1,000 acres of potato farmland on Long 
 Island. It was 25 miles from New York City but close to a 
commuter railroad. He unleashed a panzer division of exca-
vating machines that graded a hundred acres a day while, in 
the cloud of dust they raised, surveyors drove color-coded 
stakes into the ground laying out gently curving streets. With 
the earth movers advancing to the next tract, ditchers 
opened trenches that were instantly occupied by water, gas, 
sewer, and electrical lines. Every 60 feet, semiskilled men 
with hammers and nails built forms and, by the time they 
stood up to move to the next lot, cement trucks poured 
slabs (no cellars and foundations—a kind of construction 
new in the East). When the slabs were dry, framers erected 
partially prebuilt walls of identical one-story “Cape Cods,” 
two-bedroom homes. Next, closely coordinated, one crew 
on the heels of another, came roofers, floor layers, plumbers, 
electricians, painters. Several men did nothing eight hours a 
day but bolt washing  machines to floors, trotting from one 
house to another.

There were missteps, each one teaching a lesson. When ce-
ment trucks bogged down in mud, Levitt learned that streets 
had to be paved before house construction began. Eventu-
ally, he reduced his operation to twenty-seven steps and had 
thirty-six homes ready for occupancy each day.

In March 1949, he set the date when sales would begin 
at Levittown, New York. Buyers lined up at the sales office 
a week in advance, camping outside the door. On the first 
day open, Levitt turned over deeds (to whites only) for 1,400 
houses at $7,900 each. His profit on each was $1,000. Within 
two years, Levittown, New York, was a community of 17,000 
homes. Fixed-rate mortgages payable over twenty years, hard 
to get before World War II, put a Levitt home within reach 
of any young white family with a steady income.  Factory 
 workers were making $2,500 to $3,500 a year, enough to 
make the monthly payment with ease.

Construction of Levittown, Pennsylvania, outside Phila-
delphia began in the fall of 1951. There, crews finished some-
what larger and fancier houses every sixteen minutes. There 
were also Levittowns in New Jersey and Florida; Levitt built 
140,000 homes. Developments constructed by others using 
Levitt’s methods fringed every large American city. By 1960, 
as many Americans lived in suburbs as in cities. It was a 
 demographic revolution.

Conformists or Innovators?
The new suburbanites were as homogenous as what critics 
called their “cookie-cutter” houses. The adult population of 
the new communities was 95 percent Caucasian, between 
20 and 35 years of age, recently married couples with young 
children, most families living on roughly the same income 
from skilled occupations and white-collar jobs.

Suburbanites were staunch supporters of the Eisenhower 
equilibrium; they swelled the membership of churches and 
synagogues to well above prewar levels. However, they also 
tacitly insisted that their clergymen not disturb them with 
hard-hitting moral prescriptions, let alone fire and brimstone. 
Rabbi Joshua Liebman, Catholic Bishop Fulton J. Sheen, and 
Protestant Reverend Norman Vincent Peale  became  national 
figures by solacing people. Even that most unnerving of 

The photographer has captured (or carefully posed) several of the 
surbarban idylls of the 1950s: the happy housewife impeccably 
dressed even to water the grass, the weedless lawn, children playing 
on a safe street on which dad, when he comes home from work, 
will not drive faster than 20 miles per hour as he waves to all the 
neighbors.
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American religious phenomena, revivalism, was gussied 
up by a slick Baptist preacher from North Carolina, Billy 
 Graham. The conversion hysteria of “Decisions for Christ” at 
his revivals was restricted to a little gentle sobbing.

A survey of Christians showed that while 80 percent said 
that the Bible was the revealed word of God, only 35 percent 
could name the authors of the four gospels (50 percent could 
not name one of them). Jewish suburbanites organized Re-
form congregations that, unlike Orthodox and Conservative 
communities, did not observe the dietary laws and the strict 
observance of the Saturday Sabbath that set them apart from 
their Christian neighbors.

Critics of suburbia, like Lewis Mumford, called its cultural 
life dull, superficial, bland, and stultifyingly conformist. And 
yet, the stark newness of the suburban communities required 
the early inhabitants to devise new ways of doing things from 
scratch. Lacking established social services and governments, 
they formed an intricate network of voluntary associations 
entirely supported by private funds and energies. There were 
the new churches and synagogues, thousands of new chap-
ters of political parties, garden clubs, literary societies, and 
bowling leagues. With small children so numerous, school 
districts had to be created and developed quickly. Extra scho-
lastic programs revolving around children—ballet schools, 
Cub Scouts and Brownies, Little Leagues, community swim-
ming pools—had few precedents in cities.

With everyone a stranger in town, the informal cocktail 
party and the stroll-in backyard barbecue were effective ways 

by which people could introduce themselves to one another. 
Unlike at a formal dinner, guests milled around at the stand-
up socials, finding compatible friends efficiently. Alcohol 
lubricated conversation; statisticians noticed that suburbia 
effected a significant alteration of American drinking hab-
its. Consumption of neutral spirits like gin and vodka, which 
could be disguised in sweet soda pop and fruit juices for peo-
ple who did not particularly like the taste of liquor, soared. 
Whiskey, with its acquired taste, declined in popularity. In 
1954, the Lipton Company created a foodstuff that was soon 
mandatory at suburban socials: “Festival California Dip.” 
It could be made in thirty seconds by mixing a dehydrated 
onion soup powder with a pint of sour cream and opening a 
bag of potato chips.

Automobiles
The new suburbs would not have been possible had automo-
biles not been accessible to anyone with a decent job. Con-
sumer (short-term) credit was easier than it had been before 

The Burrowing Beetle
“American automobiles are not reliable machines for 
reasonable men,” wrote social critic John Keats in 1958, “but 
illusory symbols of sex, speed, wealth, and power for day-
dreaming nitwits.” Already, however, an imported German 
car that was the antithesis of the huge, overchromed, high-
powered American cars of the 1950s was a familiar sight on 
American roads. The Volkswagen (VW) was tiny, unadorned, 
and cheap, $1,280, until the end of the decade. Its design 
remained the same every year whereas American cars were 
annually made over. It was called the “Beetle”—derisively at 
first—because of its sloping silhouette. Henry Ford III called 
it “a little shit box.”

Introduced in the United States in 1949, the VW started 
slowly; in 1954 only 8,000 Beetles were sold. The next year, 
however, sales swelled to 32,000. A rebellion against American 
gas guzzlers was underway. Sales of the car peaked in 1968 at 
423,000 and remained well over 300,000 a year into the 1970s.

American automakers resisted responding to the Beetle 
with a small car until 1959 when General Motors unveiled the 
Chevrolet Corvair. It was small and more stylish than the VW, 
but GM ignored serious safety problems its own engineers 
pointed out. The Beetle was dethroned only by equally 
utilitarian, but more comfortable Japanese imports in the 1970s.

Chevrolet, Ford and Plymouth were “the low-priced three” of the 
twenty or so makes of automobiles readily available in the 1950s. 
They were big cars, bigger than any passenger vehicles today except 
SUVs. The cheapest models were purely functional and plain but, in 
their advertising, all three companies promoted jaunty, sporty, often 
gaudy and not so cheap convertibles.

Co
ur

te
sy

 o
f t

he
 A

dv
er

tis
in

g 
Ar

ch
iv

es



the war. It meant debt; suburbanites were typically saddled 
with “monthly payments.” Between 1946 and 1970, short-term 
loans increased from $8 billion to $27 billion. But it put a car 
in every suburban garage.

Whereas suburbia expanded into land far from commuter 
railroads, the car became the only way between home and 
work. Automobile factories, devoted to military production 
during the war, were quick to reconvert to manufacturing 
cars. Even in 1945, the year the war ended, almost 70,000 new 
cars were sold. In 1950, sales of new cars reached 6.7 million, 
in 1955 8 million. Used-car sales increased in proportion. 
During the Eisenhower decade, car registrations leapt from 
49 million to 74 million.

Indeed, the new suburbs created the new phenomenon 
of the modestly fixed “two-car family.” While father drove 
to work, mother clocked dozens, even a hundred miles each 
day shunting among markets and shops (suburban develop-
ments were built without them) and chauffeuring children 
from school to doctor and dentist and from Little League to 
ballet lessons to, in the suburban sea of children, an unend-
ing series of birthday parties. By 1960, one suburban fam-
ily in five owned two vehicles. In Philadelphia, there were 
67 cars per each 100 people; in the Philadelphia suburbs, the 
ratio was 120:100.

Cars have always been status symbols. The street watcher 
of 1925 knew what it said about drivers’ incomes that one 
owned a Model T, another a Stutz Bearcat. In the postwar 
suburbs, with homes identical, the automobile became the 
major means by which people displayed the fact that they 
had moved up an economic notch (or were pretending they 
had). Paychecks and bank accounts did not show; the family 
car did. Automobile manufacturers provided a finely tuned 
social scale beginning with “the low-priced three,” Chevro-
let, Ford, and Plymouth up a step to Pontiac, Mercury, and 
Dodge, another jump to DeSoto, Oldsmobile, and Buick, with 
Cadillac, Lincoln, and Chrysler at the pinnacle of automotive 
achievement. Independent manufacturers like Hudson, Nash, 
Studebaker, and Packard made cars as good as GM, Ford, and 
Chrysler but declined in sales and soon disappeared in part 
because they could not stake out a social niche of their own.

Automobiles were never gaudier, before or since. One dis-
approving designer called the cars of the Fifties “jukeboxes on 
wheels.” The talisman of car design was the “tail fin,” a re-
strained version of which first appeared on the 1948  Cadillac. 
At first, when designers grafted the entirely nonfunctional fins 
on their cars, the loudest response was ridicule and, in 1953, 
most cars dropped them. Sales drooped! Tail fins were almost 
universally restored. Even the cheapest cars were festooned 
with chrome. According to the head of styling for Chrysler 
Corporation in 1959, his designers did not like it. “But people 
have demanded it. . . . Every attempt that I know of to strip a 
car, to take off the chrome, has met with failure.”

The Automobile Economy
In 1956, Congress passed the Interstate Highway Act which 
pumped $1 billion a year into highway construction. (By 
1960, expenditures rose to $2.9 billion annually.) Most of the 

limited-access interstates ran cross-country, which enabled 
Republicans to justify them as integral to national defense, 
but 5,000 miles of them connected suburbs to big cities.

Not only did high-speed highways encourage further sub-
urban sprawl, but they also made big cities less livable for all 
but the rich. Already being sapped of middle-class taxpayers, 
once vibrant urban neighborhoods were carved into ghettos 
walled off from one another by the massive concrete free-
way abutments. In Boston, six-lane Storrow Drive cut off the 
Back Bay neighborhood from the Charles River. In Philadel-
phia, the Schuylkill Expressway isolated the western third of 
the city from the Schuylkill river. Suburbanites’ cars roared 
in on them daily, raising noise levels and fouling the air. Only 
the poor, who had no choice, would live in the road-walled 
neighborhoods, and they were soon run down. The progres-
sively poorer (and blacker) cities deteriorated physically. 
During the 1960s, further reducing urban tax bases, depart-
ment stores, offices, and light industries closed their doors in 
city centers and moved to the suburbs.

Universal car ownership in the suburbs stimulated the 
growth of businesses devoted to or dependent on automo-
biles. Service stations (gasoline consumption doubled dur-
ing the 1950s), parts and accessories stores, car washes, and 
drive-in restaurants blossomed in the suburbs. The first 
drive-in theater dated to 1933, but few were built as long 
as car ownership was limited and gasoline was rationed. 
For the new suburbanites with multiple restless and noisy 
children, drive-ins were places where they could watch a 
movie without worrying about the tots disturbing others. 
By 1958, there were more than 4,000 drive-in movies in the 
United States.
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MAP 45:1 Interstate Highway System. The original Interstate 
Highway System. The limited-access roads were numbered 
according to a rule first established by the National Highway 
Act of 1925. East–West routes ended in an even number; 
North–South highways with an odd number. Thus, in the West, 
I-40 paralleled and eventually replaced historic “Route 66.” I-5 
provided a much faster alternative to U.S. 101. On the East Coast, 
I-95 relegated old U.S. 1 to local traffic. Interstates authorized 
by the Act of 1956 and since were freeways. However, existing 
toll roads incorporated into the system, like the New Jersey, 
Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana Turnpikes, continued to be pay-
to-drive.
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Suburban “shopping malls” or “plazas” grew at a dizzying 
rate. In 1945 there were just eight automobile-oriented retail 
centers in America, that is, a large department store and a 
dozen specialty shops surrounded by a parking lot. In 1960, 
there were almost 4,000.

Motels, commonly called “tourist cabins” before World 
War II, had a reputation as being for the “hotsheet trade” 
(just as drive-in theaters were thought of as “passion pits”). 
They were redeemed by the automobile economy. Motel 
chains like Holiday Inn trumpeted the cleanliness of their 
rooms and the diversions they provided for children, espe-
cially swimming pools. Traveling families preferred them to 
downtown hotels. Women prized the informality of motels, 
saying they did not know how to dress at a “good hotel.” 
More important, as at the drive-in, at motels children could 
be let loose. Excluding Las Vegas and Miami Beach—special 

cases—only eight new downtown hotels were built between 
1945 and 1963. Motels, especially along the interstate high-
ways, were built by the thousands.

Baby Boom
During the 1930s, about 2.5 million babies were born in the 
United States each year. In 1946, the total was 3.4 million. 
The jump surprised no one. The war had separated millions 
of couples. However, demographers said, after a few years of 
couples making up for lost time, the lower birth rate typi-
cal of the fi rst half of the century would reassert itself. They 
were wrong. After a dip in 1946, annual births continued to 
increase until 1961 (4.2 million), and they did not drop to 
prebaby boom levels until the 1970s.

All races and social groups experienced the baby boom. 
However, the increase in the number of children was most 
noticeable in suburbia because all but a few of the adults 
in suburbia were couples in their 20s and 30s. Proportion-
ately, kids were more numerous there than in cities and 
countryside and they were certainly more conspicuous. In 
Philadelphia, 65,000 children were born during the 1950s. 
In the Philadelphia suburbs there were 332,000—and more 
than a few of the city-born children emigrated out during 
the decade.

Beginning about 1952, when the first baby boomers started 
school, massive efforts were required to provide educational 
and recreational facilities for them. As the boomers matured, 
they attracted attention to the needs of each age group they 
swelled. By the end of the decade, economists observed that 
middle-class teenagers were a significant consumer group 
in their own right. They had $10 billion to spend each year, 
every cent of it discretionary; their parents took care of the 
necessities.

There had always been periodicals aimed at young peo-
ple, most of them either moralistic and inspirational (the 
Boy Scouts’ Boy’s Life and church magazines) or semi-
 unrespectable to tasteless (comic books such as Tales from 
the Crypt).

The new and most successful magazines for teenagers re-
flected Fifties preoccupations: Seventeen (clothing and cos-
metics for girls) and Hot Rod (automobiles for boys). Hol-
lywood made movies about adolescent problems, the most 
famous, Rebel Without a Cause, about affluent, white, subur-
ban teenagers (moviegoers, in other words) whose boorish 
or selfish parents misunderstood them. Adolescents claimed 
a new kind of popular music as peculiarly their own. Rock 
’n’ roll was derived from African American “rhythm and 
blues” with its earthy sexual references (“shake, rattle, and 
roll”) sanitized so that white juveniles could play the records 
in the house.

Rock and roll could be seen as rebellious, something al-
ways attractive to adolescents. Elvis Presley, a truck driver 
from Memphis, might have been ignored had his career 
depended on his baritone, superb as it was. But he titillated 
teenagers and scandalized their parents with an act that in-
cluded suggestive hip movements. Rebellion was just part of 
rock and roll’s appeal, however. Producers of recorded music 
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CHART 45:1 The Baby Boom: The Fuel of Fifties Prosperity.
During the 1920s, the American birth rate slowly declined. 
During the Great Depression of the 1930s, it dropped more 
sharply. World War II saw an increase until 1945 when so many 
men and more than a few women were overseas. Then came 
the boom when couples separated for as long as four years 
were reunited and wartime sweethearts kept clergymen and 
justices of the peace busy marrying them.

Experts said the spurt in births in 1946 was a fluke and that 
the birth rate would return to prewar levels. They were right 
that 1946 was the high point of the baby boom but dead wrong 
about how long the boom would last. Not until 1964 did the 
birth rate sink to below 1945 levels.



seized on juvenile themes for their songs: senior proms, fast 
cars, double-dating, teenage lovers bound by eternal love 
who were lost tragically to the world while racing to beat the 
Twentieth Century Limited to the crossing. A new kind of re-
cord, the compact nearly unbreakable 45-rpm disk that sold 
for 89¢ was flogged as the teenager’s medium as opposed to 
old-fashioned 78-rpm platters.

Oddly, more than a few adults adopted adolescent fash-
ions and idols rather than smiling indulgently about them. 

By the end of the decade, television’s most popular after-
noon program was American Bandstand on which Phila-
delphia teenagers solemnly evaluated just released songs 
and recently discovered singers (“I give him an eight, no, a 
nine.”). Bandstand aired just after school hours for a teen-
age audience. Advertisers soon discovered, however, that a 
large proportion of the show’s audience consisted of house-
wives who watched and hummed to themselves while at 
their ironing boards.

The World of Fashion

In 1840, the British consul in Boston wrote that Americans 
did not observe social proprieties in dressing. They did not 
wear clothing appropriate to their social station as Britons 
did. Instead, Americans of all classes dressed more or less 
alike. Even servant girls were “strongly infected with the 
national bad taste for being over-dressed; they are, when 
walking the streets, scarcely to be distinguished from their 
employers.”

By the 1950s, the democratization of fashion was com-
plete. The wealthy had a monopoly of “the latest” from 
Paris only for so long as it took the American garment 
makers to copy the designs and mass-produce cheap ver-
sions of expensive “originals.” Indeed, middle-class wom-
en’s insistence on being fashionable shortened the natural 
life cycle of styles. The only way wealthy women could dis-
play their immunity to spending restraints was to jump 
rapidly, even annually, from one “look” to another. For a 
few months, anyway, they were ahead of the power shears 
and sewing machines of New York’s garment district. By 
the end of the 1950s, clothing manufacture was (by some 
criteria) the third largest industry in the United States.

During the Second World War, fashion was a product 
of the shutdown of dress designers in German-occupied 
Paris: the shortage of textiles; the prominence of the mili-
tary in daily life; and the entry of millions of women into 
professions and jobs previously closed to them.

Because American designers were accustomed to imi-
tating Paris couturiers, they were disoriented by the fall 
of France and able to come up only with variations on 
prewar styles. Not only did the government buy up all the 
silk and nylon available, it also restricted the amount of 
other fabrics that could go into clothing. Skirts could be 
no larger than 72 inches around at the hem. Belts wider 
than 2 inches and more than one patch pocket were for-
bidden, as were frills, fringes, and flounces. The result 
was a severe look in women’s dress. It was accentuated 
by the fact that with so many uniforms on the streets, ci-
vilian clothing took on a military cast. The silhouette of 
women’s clothing was straight and angular with padded 
 shoulders—“masculine.”

In 1947, Christian Dior, a Paris designer, reestablished 
French primacy in the fashion world. His “New Look,” he 

explained, celebrated the end of wartime shortages with 
long, full, and flowing skirts. Dior proclaimed a new femi-
ninity in fashion. An American fashion editor wrote: “your 
bosoms, your shoulders and hips are round, your waist is 
tiny, your skirt’s bulk suggests fragile feminine legs.” Dior 
blouses were unbuttoned at the top; formal bodices were 
cut in a deep V or slung low to expose shoulders.

Dior was either very lucky or a very shrewd psycholo-
gist. In the United States, the chief market for fashion in 
the postwar years, women were opting in droves for the 
home over the office, factory, and public life. But the do-
mesticity of the 1950s did not mean long hours of tedious 
housework. Thanks to labor-saving home appliances and 
the money to buy them, a yen for recreation and “party-
ing” after the austere years of rationing, and the slow but 
steady relaxation of moral codes, the 1950s housewife was 
able to be “fashionable” in Dior’s “New Look.”

Another phenomenon affecting postwar fashion was 
the baby boom. Just as the numerical dominance of chil-
dren, then adolescents led to juvenile themes in films and 
popular music, the two-thirds of the female population 
that was under 30 influenced the way all women dressed. 
“For the first time in fashion,” wrote Jane Dormer, “clothes 
that had originally been intended for children climbed up 
the ladder into the adult wardrobe.” While Dior decreed 
what was worn on dressy occasions, American teenagers 
set the standards for casual wear—for women of all but 
advanced ages. The most conspicuous of these styles was 
that of the ingénue. “Childlike circular skirts,” crinolines, 
hoop skirts, and frilled petticoats were seen not only at 
high school proms but also at cocktail parties on mothers 
of five. Women of 40 wore their hair “down” or in pony-
tails, both styles associated with juveniles and inappropri-
ate for mature women.

Hollywood responded to and encouraged the fashion 
by coming up with actresses such as Audrey Hepburn, 
 Debbie Reynolds, and Sandra Dee, who specialized in 
playing naïve, girlish parts. Well into their 30s, they (and 
their emulators) clung to what clothing historian Anne 
Fogarty called the “paper doll look.” Not until the 1960s, 
when women adopted new values and styles, would the 
ingénue look, like all fashions to a later age, be ridiculed.

How They Lived
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DISSENTERS
In 1960, sociologist Daniel Bell wrote in The End of Ideol-
ogy that the anticapitalist critique of American society was 
dead. The ideologies of socialism and Communism were ex-
hausted, “the old passions spent.” Socialists and Communists 
had assailed capitalism for its material failures—the exploi-
tation and impoverishment of working people while the rich 
grew richer. However, Bell argued, modern capitalists, unlike 
the greedy moneybags of yore, recognized that corporations 
had social responsibilities alongside their economic pur-
poses, and that workers with enough money to be consum-
ers were more profi table than workers whose wages were an 
expense to be kept at a minimum.

Critics of Abundance
Indeed, the Socialist and Communist parties withered away 
during the 1950s. Socialist party membership declined to 
2,000–3,000. The Communists had about 5,000 members in 
1960 but (it was revealed decades later) 1,500 of them were 
FBI informants.

There were still dissenters, and the commercial success of 
their books showed that they had a large audience. But the 
social critics of the Fifties did not make capitalist greed the 
villain. Their targets were the moral, social, and cultural con-
sequences of abundance. They conceded that capitalism was 
meeting the material needs of the masses of people.

In 1950, David Riesman suggested in The Lonely Crowd
that comfortable Americans were “other-directed.” That 
is, they did not, as their forebears had, take their values from 
their heritage and upbringing, from within themselves; they 
thought and acted according to what was acceptable to those 
around them. In White Collar (1951), C. Wright Mills made a 
similar point. In return for generous paychecks, corporations 
insisted that their middle-class employees conform to cor-
porate ideals. Curiously (for Mills was considered a radical 
of the left), he unfavorably contrasted dull suburbanites in 
white collars with the energetic and individualistic (and ex-
ploitative) entrepreneurs of the past. William H. Whyte made 
points similar to Mills’s in The Organization Man (1956): 
Jobs in corporations and government bureaucracies placed a 
premium on anonymity, lack of enterprise, and suppression 
of imagination. Lewis Mumford execrated the suburbs as the 
hotbed of conformism.

Other best sellers elaborated on these themes: John Keats’s 
Insolent Chariots (1958), on the tyranny of the automobile; 
Vance Packard’s Hidden Persuaders (1957), on advertising; and 
Status Seekers (1961), on getting a symbolic leg up on others.

The most widely heard voice in this choir was that of a nov-
elist, Sloan Wilson, in The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit (1955). 
Its principal characters were a suburban couple who were far 
better off than they had imagined ever being when the war 
ended. They had an active social life but found it unsatisfying. 
They needed a new car and new furniture but were already 
struggling with debt. The husband commuted to work by 
train, anonymously in a sea of men in white  collars, neckties, 
and gray flannel suits. Grimly, he daydreamed nostalgically of 
his years as a soldier in Europe during World War II.

Beatniks and Squares
C. Wright Mills displayed his rebellion not only in books but 
in his personal life. A professor, he refused to wear the uni-
form of his profession: tweed jacket, starched shirt, bow tie. 
Even at prestigious Columbia University, he dressed in rum-
pled khaki trousers and plaid fl annel shirts without a necktie 
(unknowingly pioneering what would be the uniform of the 
professors of the future).

Except for the fact that he drew a good salary from a large 
institution, Mills was a “beatnik,” a gently mocking nickname 
given to young bohemians who shunned the rat race of regu-
lar jobs, family life, consumption, debt, and conformity. (The 
word beatnik was derived from Beat, a term the beatniks ap-
plied to themselves which, they said, was short for “beatific”: 
They were “the blessed.”)

The two best known beatniks (both out of Columbia 
University) were writers. Allen Ginsberg’s long poem Howl
(1956) was praised by established poets as notable as  William 
Carlos Williams. Jack Kerouac’s On the Road (1957), a novel 
about young men wandering in an old car around the coun-
try, was a best seller.

Most large cities had beatnik communities, the men dress-
ing in the khakis and T-shirts, the women shunning cosmet-
ics and the “perms” of the “squares,” their name for conven-
tional conformists. They romanticized African Americans for 
the “naturalness” of their lives, particularly jazz musicians, 
from whom they adopted marijuana. They rejected conven-
tional sexual morality: Men and women lived together with-
out marrying—a practice unacceptable in respectable society; 
a few were more-or-less open homosexuals. Their gathering 
place in beatnik centers like Greenwich Village in New York, 
Venice in Los Angeles, and North Beach in San Francisco was 
the coffee house, the chief activity there listening to other beat-
niks read their poetry.

Like other bohemian movements before and since, Beat 
was mostly style so that anyone could dabble in it. No sooner 
did newspaper reporters write articles about the beatnik 
scene in Greenwich Village or North Beach than, on week-
ends, the coffee houses were crowded with squares who had 
swapped their gray flannel suits and their wives their billow-
ing dresses for beatnik accoutrements.

Predicting the Future
Cosmopolitan and Better Homes and Gardens magazines
both had a go at predicting what the home of the 1980s 
would be like. They hit a couple of bullseyes—the video 
recorder and the microwave oven (a very fast oven, 
actually); some near misses—robotic vacuum cleaners that 
would putter around the floor without attendance, avoiding 
furniture and cocktail party guests; and some faux pas—an
“ultrasonic closet” that would clean clothing overnight and 
a kitchen appliance that would fabricate disposable dishes 
before each meal. In 1957, Disneyland opened the “House of 
the Future.” It was so far off base that, ten years later, it was 
quietly torn down overnight.



Fifties Women
A more signifi cant rebellion against the popular culture of 
the Fifties was not recognized when it was fi rst expressed. In 
1956, a housewife named Grace Metalious published a novel 
Peyton Place that was promoted as lifting “the lid off a small 
New England town.” The book was a melodramatic tale of 
greed, petty animosities, revenge taking, and illicit sex in a 
town that, on the surface, was idyllic and harmonious. Its 
target was hypocrisy. Peyton Place was sensationally success-
ful, mostly because of its explicit sex scenes (although they 
were few and brief).

However, as feminists would point out a decade later, 
Peyton Place made a point quite at odds with the Fifties. Its 
three principal characters, a woman and two quite mature 
teenage girls, were strong characters who tried and largely 
succeeded in taking charge of their own lives—not just their 
sex lives— on their own terms. They were not quite the an-
titheses of the ideal Fifties woman, the fluttery, deferential 
housewife of TV’s suburban families, but neither were they 
typical.

In 1957, the year Peyton Place sold its millions of copies, 
another woman began to write an explicit critique of what 
she called the “feminine mystique.” Betty Friedan was an in-
telligent, well-educated woman who had given up a career 
in order to become a wife and mother in accepted “other-
 directed” fashion. In 1957, she attended a reunion of her 
alma mater, Smith College, with a commission to write an 
article about her generation for McCall’s magazine.

McCall’s expected a piece on the theme of “togetherness,” 
the ideal of suburban domesticity, wife happily support-
ing husband, that the magazine promoted. Instead, Friedan 
wrote of her middle-aged classmates’ unhappiness with their 
lives. McCall’s rejected the article; Friedan expanded it into a 
book, The Feminine Mystique, which was published in 1963, 
the last year of “the Fifties.”

The new mystique makes the housewife-mothers, who 
never had a chance to do anything else, the model for all 
women; it presupposes that history has reached a final 
and glorious end in the there and now, as far as women 
are concerned.

Friedan claimed that many women no longer accepted the 
role society prescribed for them. They wanted careers, inde-
pendence, the same opportunities society offered to men.

Before the book was released in hardcover, Friedan’s pub-
lisher sent an advance copy to a paperback company to sell 
the rights to the softbound edition. The head of the company 
was out of town. When he returned, every woman in the of-
fice had read it. They told him: “This is the book we’ve been 
waiting for. You’ve got to buy it.” Friedan had tapped into a 
cauldron of dissent and resentment. In 1966, she helped to 
found the National Organization for Women (NOW) along 
with other women who were inspired by her book. The NOW 
was to lead the powerful revival of American feminism in the 
final decades of the twentieth century, a social movement sec-
ond in importance only to the Civil Rights Movement.
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D
wight D. Eisenhower was 21 in 1911 when he 
 became a cadet at the military academy at West 
Point. He was 62 when he became president. 
 Except for two years as the celebrity president 
of Columbia University, a job he hated, he had 

spent his entire adult life in uniform, living on army bases, 
associating only with other officers at work and play. Career 
officers like him—those uninterested in party politics, in any 
case—lived insulated from mainstream America. So, the soci-
ety Ike inherited from the Truman administration in 1953, a 
society remade by twenty years of New Deal reforms and the 
war Eisenhower commanded abroad, had as little to do with 
the America of turn-of-the-century Abilene, Kansas, where 
 Eisenhower was a boy, as General Motors had to do with horses 
and buggies. Ike depended on advice, and he knew it, but he 
had a good deal of experience commanding and he knew that 
he bore the responsibility for the acts that he approved.

THE MIDDLE OF THE ROAD
Ike also inherited a war from Truman. The Korean Confl ict 
was not quite a “hot war” in 1953, but was more like sim-
mering. Both sides had achieved their limited objectives two 
years earlier: The U.S. “contained” Communism in North 
Korea; China ensured that its borders were secure. The ne-
gotiations at Panmunjon to end the fi ghting had dragged on 

fruitlessly because of disagreements over the fate of prisoners 
of war. China and North Korea insisted that all captured sol-
diers be returned. The United States and South Korea refused 
to return Chinese and North Korean soldiers who asked to 
remain, a substantial number.

Eisenhower broke the deadlock by refusing to rule out 
the use of nuclear weapons to end the war. He certainly did 
not intend to do so, but the threat prodded the Chinese and 
North Koreans to accept a face-saving solution of the POW 
problem. An armistice was signed in July 1953.

“Dynamic Conservatism”
As for post–New Deal America, Eisenhower was comfortable 
with it, as were most of the wealthy Republican businessmen 
who had sponsored his political career. They had pushed Ike 
to run because they regarded the right-wing Republicans 
who spoke of turning the clock back to 1929 as election los-
ers. It was a stroke of luck for Ike that the ablest and most in-
fl uential of them, Senator Taft, was sickened by cancer early 
in 1953 and died in July. Eisenhower neutralized the die-hard 
reactionaries in the party by paying lip service to their pieties 
but doing little for them except to slash federal expenditures, 
a program of which he heartily approved.

Party politics obligated Ike to name some Taft Republicans 
to his cabinet. However, calling on the charm and diplomatic 
skills he had honed as supreme commander in Europe, he 
prevented them from running amok. The most reckless of 

Chapter 46

Cold War Strategies
The Eisenhower and Kennedy Years
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The middle of the road is all of the usable surface. The extremes, right and left, are in 
the gutters.

—Dwight D. Eisenhower

We stand today on the edge of a new frontier—the frontier of the 1960s—a frontier 
of unknown opportunities and perils—a frontier of unfulfilled hopes and threats.

—John F. Kennedy
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the right wingers in the cabinet was Secretary of Agricul-
ture Ezra Taft Benson. Given his head, Benson would have 
rampaged through the federal bureaucracies like an avenging 
angel, destroying government regulatory agencies and wip-
ing out New Deal social programs. He never got his sword 
unsheathed. When Benson proposed to eliminate govern-
ment subsidies paid to farmers, a New Deal innovation, agri-
cultural organizations, including Republican agribusinesses, 
howled. Eisenhower stalled Benson and, in 1956, an election 
year, he signed the Soil Bank Act that paid farmers for every 
acre they deposited in the “bank,” that is, that they held out 
of cultivation. Poor Benson had no choice but to administer 
the program. Within ten years, one of every six dollars of 
farm income came not from sales of produce but from fed-
eral payments for crops that were never planted.

Eisenhower called his political philosophy “dynamic con-
servatism.” The term had no more meaning in 1953 than it 
does today, which is very likely why Ike chose it. “ Pragmatic 
moderation” would have been a perfect description of 
 Eisenhower’s policies, but the right-wing “conservatives” in 
the party would not have liked it.

The Pragmatic Moderate
In 1955, a medical researcher, Jonas Salk, completed tests 
proving that his vaccine that provided immunity to polio-
myelitis, also known as infantile paralysis, worked. Polio was 
the viral disease that had crippled Franklin D. Roosevelt. 
In the early 1950s, it was epidemic every summer among 
urban and suburban children with nearly 60,000 new cases 
each year. It was a devastating disease. Five percent of those 
stricken died; a third of those who contracted it were at least 
partly disabled for life, many severely paralyzed. The parents 
of young children—a signifi cant group; this was the height 
of the baby boom—were understandably overjoyed to learn 
that a few injections would protect their children.

Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare Oveta Culp 
Hobby certified the Salk vaccine as effective and safe. She 
thoughtlessly added that the decision to immunize one’s 
children—and the costs of the shots—was an individual 
responsibility. When it was pointed out that, because of 
its contagiousness, polio was a public health problem that 
the government had a duty to address, she called the critics 

“socialists,” a name almost as dirty as “communist.” Public 
opinion was with the “socialists,” and it was angry and vocal. 
Eisenhower quietly overruled Hobby and, after the usual de-
cent interval, she resigned.

Several high-level officials in the administration advised 
President Eisenhower to award a contract to construct an 
atomic energy generating facility to a corporation, Dixon-
Yates, rather than to the “socialistic” Tennessee Valley Au-
thority, a government agency. Eisenhower agreed until he 
learned that Dixon-Yates was waist deep in collusion with 
officials of the Atomic Energy Commission in a mutually 
beneficial profiteering scheme. He was being snookered just 
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Mothers with plenty of baby boom children line up at a Salk vaccine 
inoculation center for immunization shots. There would be plenty 
of howling and yowling inside when the kids got their needles, but 
their parents were glad to put up with it. A massive popular protest 
was beginning to take shape before President Eisenhower hastily 
reversed his Health Secretary’s refusal to approve a federally funded 
immunization program. Note that only one woman in the photo 
is wearing slacks. Women wore them in 1955, but not all the time; 
shorts were for picnics or at a swimming pool.
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as President Harding had been in the Teapot Dome oil grab. 
Ike abruptly awarded the contract to neither Dixon-Yates nor 
the TVA but to a third party—in the public sector—that had 
not been in the running.

The president was embarrassed when, testifying before 
a congressional committee, Secretary of Defense Charles 
 Wilson, formerly the head of General Motors, said that 
“what’s good for the country is good for General Motors 
and vice versa.” Wilson’s phrasing was poor. He was not 
making the Coolidge-era-like point it sounded like. In any 
case, Eisenhower did not take orders from General Motors 
or any other corporation. In his farewell address in 1960, he 
warned against the ominous political power of the “military 
industrial complex” (of which General Motors was the most 
important single component), a stronger anti-big business 
statement than any president since has dared to make.

The Nuclear Arms Race
Eisenhower was no war monger. His historical reputation as 
a great general was beyond question. His ambition as presi-
dent was to be remembered as a man of peace. In his efforts 
to balance the federal budget, Eisenhower made his biggest 
spending cuts in the military sector. In the midst of a Cold 
War with the Soviet Union, he could not, of course, slight 
national security. However, his economy-minded Secretary 
of the Treasury, George Humphrey, pointed out that build-
ing up the nation’s nuclear arsenal and developing planes 
and missiles capable of delivering the bombs cost a frac-
tion of the money needed to maintain a huge conventional 
army and navy such as the Soviets had in Eastern Europe. 
Humphrey’s (and Eisenhower’s) policy was fl ippantly called 
“more bang for the buck.”

No sooner had Eisenhower opted for nuclear buildup than 
he was given the results of a study that questioned the useful-
ness of an overwhelmingly larger nuclear arsenal as a deter-
rent if the Soviet Union determined on war with the United 
States. America had far more bombs and delivery systems 
than the Soviets did, but it did not matter.

It meant only that if a war broke out, the United States 
would flatten dozens of Soviet and Eastern European cities, 
killing tens of millions of people. Then the Soviets would 
successfully destroy a few American cities and a great many 
more cities of America’s allies in Western Europe. The over-
whelmingly superior conventional armies of the Warsaw Pact 
would steamroll NATO’s weaker defense forces. Tactical nu-
clear weapons would not stop the enemy’s armies. They were 
too widely dispersed and too mobile to be good targets.

FIFTIES FOREIGN POLICY
The chief consequence of Ike’s nuclear buildup was to launch 
a nuclear arms race that Eisenhower and his presidential suc-
cessors and Stalin’s successors in the Kremlin found impos-
sible, for thirty years, to slow down. The deterrent for both 
sides was the “balance of terror,” the knowledge that war be-
tween the United States and USSR meant “mutually assured 

destruction.” What conceivable national goal was more im-
portant than avoiding that?

Fortunately, Eisenhower could think of none because sev-
eral of his top advisors missed the point. Saving money was 
not George Humphrey’s only justification of “more bang for 
a buck” policy. He also growled that the United States had 
“no business getting into little wars. Let’s intervene decisively 
with all we have got or stay out.” Secretary of State John Fos-
ter Dulles seemed equally oblivious to the implications of his 
overly aggressive foreign policy.

Dull, Duller, Dulles
John Foster Dulles was related to two secretaries of state. 
Fresh out of law school, he specialized in international law 
for Sullivan and Cromwell, the fi rm that engineered Con-
gress’s choice of the Panama route for the interocean canal. 
Dulles himself had represented a number of companies and 
banks with large investments abroad. His practice was a kind 
of diplomacy in that he dealt with both foreign governments 
and the American State Department.

Dulles was immensely successful as a lawyer, but his per-
sonality was unsuited to the world of striped trousers diplo-
macy in which sociability, charm, indirection, and patience 
were central. Had he ever been an ambassador, the limita-
tions of his personality would have been found out early in 
his career, but he never was; he was a lawyer who dealt in 
specifics written down on papers to be signed. “Dull, Duller, 
Dulles,” his Democratic party critics gibed about his inability 
to make small talk.

His lack of the diplomat’s touch made him unpopular not 
only in neutral countries, but also with America’s allies. To 
make matters worse, he insisted on representing the United 
States in person when he should have stayed home. He flew 
500,000 miles on the job, demoralizing American ambas-
sadors by treating them as mere ceremonial figures who 
greeted his plane in foreign capitals and then disappeared 
while he did the work.

Worse than his glum earnestness, Dulles was an anach-
ronism in his deeply felt religion. He was a Calvinist whose 
belief that Satan was actively at work in the world was as 
real and as sincere as John Winthrop’s. The manifestation 
of evil that obsessed Dulles was not the pope or fornication 
but godless international communism. With Satan its origin, 
Dulles saw communism as a monolithic force bent on con-
quering the world.

He ignored evidence that he might be mistaken. When 
 Nikita Khrushchev, who emerged on top in the Soviet Union 
after the power struggle following Stalin’s death, hinted that 
he wanted to ease Cold War tensions, Dulles dismissed the 
“peace feelers” as treacherous tricks. When, in 1955, the 
 Soviets withdrew their troops from Austria, consenting to 
the creation of a non-Communist neutral democratic repub-
lic, Dulles refused to credit those who said that, perhaps, the 
Russians had no more territorial ambitions in Europe.

In the conflict between good and evil, there were only 
bonded brothers in the Lord and enemies, only friends and 
foes; It was “us versus them.” If a nation was not unreservedly 
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in the American camp, it was in the Communist camp, how-
ever surreptitiously. In Dulles’s cosmos, there was no “third 
world” in which individual nations might refuse to do as the 
United States directed in every particular but wished to re-
main friendly.

The CIA in Iran
A crisis in Iran, long underway when Dulles took over, pro-
vided him his fi rst opportunity to overthrow what he defi ned 
as a hostile regime. He was able to work covertly—secretly, as 
the Communists did—because his brother, Allen Dulles, was 
director of the Central Intelligence Agency, a body that, in 
1948, was authorized to take “executive action,” that is, covert 
action without congressional approval, “against hostile for-
eign states or groups or in support of friendly foreign states 
or groups.”

In oil-rich Iran, the nationalistic reform government of 
Mohammed Mossadegh had attempted to take over the Brit-
ish Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC), paying for the take-
over with 25 percent of the profits from oil rather than the 
60 percent the British had been pocketing. The AIOC retali-
ated by withdrawing its managerial and technical employ-
ees, which shut down Iranian oil production and threw the 

country into economic as well as political chaos. The United 
States had no financial interests in Iran and a minimal dip-
lomatic presence. However, the British convinced Dulles that 
Mossadegh was, if not a Communist himself, a weak and un-
witting tool of the Communists.

Mossadegh was no Communist, but he was erratic and 
foolishly broadened the front on which he was battling 
the British company and their Iranian allies. He split with 
 Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, the shah (emperor) of Iran, a 
34-year-old playboy more interested in ceremonies and the 
high life than in politics, and demanded that he abdicate. As 
the country eased toward civil war, the Shah fled to Italy. In 
the meantime, with a secret fund of $1 million to be used 
“in any way that would bring about the fall of Mossadegh,” 
CIA operative Kermit Roosevelt Jr. (Teddy’s grandson) had 
supervised a successful propaganda campaign in Iran depict-
ing Mossadegh as a Soviet stooge and assembled a junta of 
Iranian generals to reinstate the Shah.

The operation was successful, thanks as much to  Mossadegh’s 
blunders as to Roosevelt’s manipulations. After only three days 
in exile, the shah returned, assuming greater powers than he 
had before and beholden to the United States for being back 
on his “peacock throne.” Anglo-Iranian’s new share of the oil 

John Foster Dulles, secretary of state under President Eisenhower (right), is greeted on his return from one of his overseas 
junkets by his brother, director of the Central Intelligence Agency, Allen Dulles. The secretary was a globe-trotter, meeting 
foreign leaders personally. It was a mistake. He was self-righteous and inflexible and it showed. He utterly lacked the 
charm essential to a diplomat.
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revenues was, ironically, less than Mossadegh had offered the 
company. American interests took part of the remainder.

It had not been oil, however, that set the Dulles brothers 
to interfering in Iranian affairs but the fear that Mossdegh’s 
policies would lead to incursions in the country by the neigh-
boring Soviet Union. The next and more cynical Dulles in-
tervention in another country’s internal politics was, indeed, 
carried out on behalf of American economic interests.

Coup d’État in Guatemala
The United Fruit Company was the child of the McKinley-
Roosevelt age of American imperialism. It evolved from a 
railroad in Costa Rica built during the 1870s by an American 
entrepreneur, Minor Keith. Keith established large banana 
plantation along the line on 800,000 tax-free acres granted 
to him by his father-in-law, the president of Costa Rica, 
and found a ready market for his fruit in the United States. 
 Bananas were an excellent export crop; they were harvested 
green and ripened during shipment.

During Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency, United Fruit ex-
panded its holdings throughout the Caribbean and Central 
America. Its headquarters and greatest holdings ( generating 

a fourth of the company’s revenues) were in Guatemala. 
Guatemalans called the company el pulpo, the octopus, be-
cause its tentacles reached everywhere. United Fruit even ran 
the country’s post office.

As Latin American employers went, United Fruit was a 
jewel. Its Indian and Afro-Caribbean workers earned higher 
wages than those on other plantations. The company built de-
cent housing, schools, and hospitals for them and sponsored 
programs to combat yellow fever, malaria, and other tropical 
diseases. However, United Fruit insisted on the unquestioned 
authority of a feudal lord. If employees threatened to strike, 
the company turned to the Guatemalan armies, the com-
manders of which were on its payroll.

In 1951, in only the second democratic election in Guatema-
lan history, Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán was elected on his prom-
ises of land redistribution. In June 1952, he announced that the 
government would purchase uncultivated land on large planta-
tions at the value the owners themselves had placed on it when 
paying taxes the previous month. United Fruit had valued its 
wastelands at $3 per acre. Faced with losing it, the company 
changed its estimate: Its unused land was worth $75 per acre. 
With broad popular support, Arbenz ignored the revision.

Two United Fruit Company employees in Honduras load bunches of bananas on a boat bound for the United States. United 
Fruit and one other American company virtually monopolized banana culture in Central America. Employees enjoyed 
generally better pay and conditions than the masses of poor Central Americans. But the price of United fruit paternalism was 
domination of the government and economy through corrupt politicians and generals.
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United Fruit turned to its former attorney, now Secretary 
of State John Foster Dulles. Company representatives knew 
what button to push; they claimed that Arbenz was a Com-
munist who, if he was not promptly stopped, would estab-
lish a Soviet satellite state in Guatemala. Dulles turned to his 
brother Allen (who had sat on United Fruit’s Board of Di-
rectors) who financed a military coup led by a Guatemalan 
general, Carlos Castillo Armas, who put a halt to Arbenz’s 
land reforms.

Seeds of a Tragedy
Arbenz was no more a Communist than Mossadegh was, and 
he was a far more stable and constructive national leader. 
He was, in fact, a lifelong anti-Communist, seeing nothing 
in Marxist ideology for Central America. He was a moder-
ate, democratic reformer who, with at least 60 percent of the 
people behind him, hoped to improve the lot of Guatemala’s 
peasants while continuing to have cordial commercial rela-
tions with the United Fruit Company and friendly political 
relations with the United States.

By smearing him as a Communist and justifying the pro-
tection of a private corporation’s assets on those grounds, 
Dulles pointed American foreign policy in a direction that 
inevitably led to disaster.

Also in 1954, Dulles refused to sign the Geneva Accords, 
an agreement that ended a long war between the French and 
a coalition of Vietnamese rebels, the Viet Minh by dividing 
the country into two zones. The leader of the Viet Minh, Ho 
Chih Minh, who withdrew to the north, really was a Com-
munist but he was no Soviet agent. With the French defeated, 
Ho regarded neighboring Red China as the chief threat to 
Vietnamese independence, and he hoped to win financial 
assistance from the United States as well as from the Sovi-
ets, while aligning with neither power. Indeed, Ho had non-
Communists in his coalition to whose views he had to pay 
attention.

All these things were well known in Washington. A flexible 
and opportunistic secretary of state would have exploited 
Ho’s circumstances to establish a working relationship with 
Vietnam. Dulles was not that secretary of state. Even before 
the French had completed their evacuation of Vietnam, the 
CIA began secretly to prevent the democratic elections that 
the Geneva Accords called for in 1956 because, it was obvi-
ous to all, Ho Chih Minh would be elected president.

Brinkmanship: Theory and Practice
Eisenhower deferred to Dulles in the matters of Iran,  Guatemala, 
and Vietnam. He knew little about those  countries, and he was 
impressed by the breadth of Dulles’s knowledge. The secretary’s 
espousal of “brinkmanship”—“the ability to get to the verge 
without getting into war”—must have worried the cautious 
and compromising  Eisenhower. However, he did not repudiate 
Dulles’s occasionally bellicose rhetoric, assuming it was bluff 
and that, in the end—short of the end!—Dulles would act re-
sponsibly. His assumption led to a mortifying embarrassment 
in 1956.

For several years, the government’s official radio network 
in Europe, Voice of America, and the CIA-funded Radio Free 
Europe broadly implied to Eastern Europeans that if they re-
belled against Soviet domination, the United States would 
support them. Whether or not the State Department autho-
rized this message, Dulles was on record as rejecting contain-
ment policy as passive. He called for an active campaign to 
reduce the area of Soviet domination.

In the summer of 1956, thousands of Poles in Warsaw ri-
oted in favor of Wadyslaw Gomulka. Gomulka was a Com-
munist, but after he openly criticized the extent of Russia’s 
domination of the country, he was ousted. After the riots, the 
Soviets relented and allowed Gomulka to assume power.

Tens of thousands of Hungarians then noisily protested 
in support of an even more strident critic of the Soviets, 
Imre Nagy. It appeared the Russians would again ease off 
when, within days, the demonstrations evolved into a full-
scale violent rebellion. Spokesmen for the rebels appealed 
to the United States to send troops or, at least, assistance. 
 Eisenhower was silent. Going to the brink was one thing; in-
tervening in Hungary was leaping from it into war. When 
the Soviets realized that the United States was not moving, 
their troops invaded Hungary and harshly suppressed the 
rebels. Hundreds of thousands of Hungarians fled the coun-
try. They hated the Soviet Union, but few had kind words for 
John Foster Dulles.

Also in 1956, Egypt seized the Suez Canal. With what 
they believed was American approval, a combined British, 
French, and Israeli force invaded Egypt. In fact, whatever 
the three countries had been told by others, Eisenhower had 
opposed military action against Egypt from the start. When 
 Khrushchev threatened to send Russian “volunteers” to assist 
the Egyptians, Eisenhower denounced the invasion publicly 
and forced the three allies into a humiliating withdrawal.

Peaceful Coexistence
While Dulles rattled his saber, Eisenhower cautiously re-
sponded to peaceful overtures by the rotund, homely, and 
very clever Ukrainian who was Stalin’s successor in the Soviet 
Union. Nikita Khrushchev bewildered American Kremlin-
ologists (experts on the Soviet Union) which was probably 
one of his intentions. At times he was a coarse buffoon who 
drank too much vodka at public functions and showed it. 
At the United Nations in New York, he stunned the General 
Assembly when, to protest a disagreeable speech, he took off 
his shoe and banged it on the desk in front of him. On other 
occasions, Khrushchev was witty, charming, and ingratiat-
ing; he was slick.

In 1956, at a closed Communist party Congress,  Khrushchev 
denounced Stalin for his totalitarian rule and the crimes he 
had committed against other Communist leaders and whole 
 populations of Russians. Statues of Stalin were pulled down ev-
erywhere in the Soviet Union except in  Stalin’s native  Georgia. 
His embalmed corpse was removed from  Lenin’s tomb in 
 Moscow (the Soviet Union’s holy of holies), and Stalingrad was 
renamed Volgograd.



There were other indications that Khruschev was break-
ing cleanly with Stalinist tyranny. In 1958, the Russian writer 
Boris Pasternak was awarded the Nobel Prize in litera-
ture for his anti-Communist novel Dr. Zhivago. Khruschev 
condemned the Swedish prize committee for its political val-
ues, and Pasternak was forbidden to go the Stockholm to ac-
cept his award. But the writer was not jailed—or murdered 
as Stalin would have seen done.

Khruschev’s destalinization policy did not include call-
ing off the Cold War with the United States. He was still a 
believing Communist, convinced that the conflict with the 
capitalist world had to be resolved. However, acknowledging 
that nuclear war was unthinkable, he called for the “peaceful 
coexistence” of Communism and the West. Let the irrecon-
cilable differences between the two systems be resolved not 
by war but by “historical forces.”

Goodwill Tours and the U-2
This was a line with which Eisenhower was comfortable. No 
sooner had Dulles died in 1959 than he personally spon-
sored an accommodating Soviet policy. He sent Vice Presi-
dent  Richard Nixon on a “goodwill tour” of Russia and 
agreed with  Khruschev to exchange visits. When Khrus-
chev arrived in the United States, Eisenhower saw to it that 
he was lavishly feted, and the clever premier turned his wit, 
humble background, and common touch to scoring a pub-
lic relations triumph. Americans were presented not with a 
monster, but a good-humored, unpretentious guest with an 
unaffected interest in everyday things. Khrushchev drew na-
tionwide laughter when, for security reasons, his request to 
visit  California’s Disneyland was denied. The real reason he 
was kept out,  Khruschev explained to American reporters, 

Someone’s at the Door, Honey

During the 1950s and 1960s, most Americans were intro-
duced to the Jehovah’s Witnesses for the first time. Their 
religion obligated them to “witness” their beliefs but, in-
stead of preaching on streetcorners, they knocked on 
doors and doorbells. Always neatly dressed and in pairs 
and often racially mixed, highly unusual at the time, they 
clutched Bibles and handbags stuffed with copies of their 
two magazines, the Watchtower and Awake!

They were not selling them; the magazines were free. 
They smiled, but they did not gush; they were solemn. 
Their ice-breaking question was grimly cheerless: “Do you 
think everything is well with the world?”

The Jehovah’s Witnesses were not a new sect. They had 
been around for almost a century, but they had only re-
cently become numerous enough to bring their message to 
what seemed to be every house in the United States. They 
were prepared to be cursed, have doors slammed in their 
faces, and even to have dogs sicced on them. Indeed, they 
welcomed hostile rejection because they read in St. Paul 
that it meant they were preaching the true word of God.

The Witnesses were fundamentalists who believed that 
the Bible was “inspired and historically accurate” and a 
reliable guide to every aspect of daily life. They were far 
more conversant with the Bible than members of any 
other self-styled fundamentalist denomination. The best 
of the doorbell ringers needed no more than five or ten 
seconds to find the biblical verse that answered any ques-
tion asked of them.

They believed that “the end of the world” was right 
around the corner despite a number of disappointments. 
In 1876, their founder, Charles Taze Russell, predicted that 
Armageddon—the final battle between good and evil—
would occur in 1914. When the First World War erupted 

in that year, membership jumped. After New Year’s day 
1915, Russell’s successor named 1918 as the date. It was set 
again at 1925, 1941, 1975, and 1984. In anxious times such 
as during the nuclear balance of terror, the warning at the 
front door that it could happen any minute was not pre-
posterous. Tens of thousands of people without religious 
inclinations were building fallout shelters.

Jehovah’s Witnesses differed from most other funda-
mentalists in being free of racial prejudice and in their 
refusal to cooperate with the military in any way. Their 
rejection of racism resulted in a large number of converts 
among African Americans. Their refusal to serve in the 
armed forces was unique in that they were not pacifists. 
Indeed, they looked forward zestfully to Armageddon 
when they would take up arms for Jehovah and extermi-
nate those who had rejected God’s message. Thousands of 
Witnesses were imprisoned during World War II and the 
Korean conflict as conscientious objectors who would not 
even serve as medics. All governments but God’s were evil, 
the United States no less so than the Soviet Union.

They did not believe in hell. When Jehovah’s Kingdom 
was established, the “instruments of Satan” would simply 
cease to exist. Only 144,000 elect would reside in heaven 
with the Lord God Jehovah. Other Witnesses would live 
under Jehovah’s rule on earth. The mark of Fifties America 
can be seen in the Witnesses’s pictorial representation of 
Jehovah’s earthly kingdom to this day. Drawn in a distinc-
tively 1950s style, it shows lions lying down with lambs on 
a broad weedless lawn mowed as closely as a golf green 
surrounding a sprawling “ranch” house such as was the 
suburban beau-ideal of the era. Often, the scene is of a 
suburban barbecue except that the beaming hosts and 
guests are black, brown, and Asian as well as white.

How They Lived
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was that the Magic Kingdom was a cover for intercontinental 
ballistic missiles aimed at the Soviet Union.

Eisenhower was scheduled to visit Russia in May 1960. 
He had good reason to expect to be as great a success as 
Khruschev’s visit had been. Ike had been portrayed as a hero 
in the Soviet Union during the war, and he had remained as 
personally cordial as circumstances allowed with Marshall 
Georgyi Zhukov, a general who had been unafraid to con-
tradict Stalin. Then, on May 5, Khrushchev announced that 
the Russians had shot down an American plane deep within 
their air space. It was a U-2, a top-secret high-altitude spy 
plane flying under the auspices of the CIA. Assuming that 
the pilot had been killed or had committed suicide (as U-2 
pilots were provided the means to do), Eisenhower said that 
it was a weather-monitoring plane that had wandered off 
course.

Khrushchev pounced. The pilot was alive and had con-
fessed to being a spy. Possibly in an attempt to salvage Eisen-
hower’s visit, Khrushchev implied that the flight had been 
ordered by subordinates without Eisenhower’s approval. 

Ike refused to shirk responsibility. The Democrats had been 
criticizing him roundly for allowing the reckless Dulles to 
make foreign policy. He acknowledged that he had person-
ally approved the flight, and Khrushchev had no choice but 
to denounce Eisenhower as a warmonger and cancel his visit. 
The Cold War was quite chilly again.

1960: CHANGING OF THE GUARD
The chill in the Cold War suited the political strategy of a 
contender for the 1960 Democratic presidential nomina-
tion, John Fitzgerald Kennedy. A 42-year-old senator from 
 Massachusetts, Kennedy claimed that the Eisenhower 
 administration had, with its cuts in military spending, al-
lowed the Russians to open a dangerous “missile gap,” a gross 
disparity between the number of intercontinental ballistic 
missiles the Soviets had available to strike the United States, 
and the number of missiles in the American arsenal. This was 
nonsense and irresponsible. Nonsense because “more bang 
for a buck” policy had favored spending on missiles at the ex-
pense of conventional forces. Irresponsible because Kennedy 
ignored the obvious fact that there would be no winners after 
an exchange of nuclear bombs, no matter which side scored 
the most hits.

The Candidates
After a brilliantly engineered campaign, Kennedy narrowly 
won the Democratic nomination on the fi rst ballot. He 
quietly offered the vice presidential spot to his chief rival, 
Lyndon B. Johnson of Texas. Kennedy expected Johnson to 
decline. He was the majority leader in the Senate and a very 
powerful one. The vice presidency was without power. But 
Kennedy was not popular in the southern states. He hoped 
that Johnson would respond to his courtesy offer of the vice 
presidency by marshaling southern Democrats to work for 
Kennedy’s election.

When Johnson accepted the invitation, Kennedy and his 
chief advisor, his brother Robert F. Kennedy, were shocked. 
They should not have been. For Johnson, to run for vice pres-
ident was a “can’t lose” opportunity. He was up for  reelection 
to the Senate in Texas, but state law permitted him to run 
for both offices. If the Republicans won the presidential elec-
tion, he would still be majority leader and, by virtue of help-
ing Kennedy, the front-runner for the nomination in 1964. 
If Kennedy won, Johnson would be credited for the victory 
because winning southern electoral votes was essential to a 
Democratic victory. Texas, which Johnson knew he could 
carry, had voted Republican in 1952 and 1956.

The Republican nominee, Vice President Richard Nixon, 
had a touchy assignment. Although Eisenhower had never 
liked him, and Nixon resented several slighting remarks 
about him Ike had made, he had to defend the Eisenhower 
administration. At the same time, he had to offer something 
new to appeal to a mania for change, youth, and “vigor” that 
Kennedy’s successes in the primary elections had revealed. 
(“Vigor” was Kennedy’s “buzz word.”) Nixon was only five 

Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev visiting a farm in Iowa during his 
“goodwill tour” of the United States in 1959. His visit was a triumph 
of public relations. He charmed Americans, who had expected a 
monster like Stalin, with his down-home manners, good humor, and 
genuine interest in American ways as on this visit to a family farm.
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years older than Kennedy, but he never did overcome the 
popular perception that he was the candidate of the old order. 
Nixon made a point of his experience, eight years as an ac-
tive or, at least, conspicuous vice president. Then  Eisenhower 
thoughtlessly embarrassed him by saying he could not recall 
a major decision to which Nixon had contributed.

A Close Election
The Democrats revived the “Tricky Dicky” theme that had 
dogged Nixon since he had entered politics. He could not be 
trusted: “Would you buy a used car from this man?” was a 
favorite Democratic joke. But mostly the Kennedy brothers 
and a tight-knit coterie around them ran a superbly effi cient 
campaign drawing on Kennedy’s father’s millions for funds. 
Kennedy had put to rest the dictum that a Catholic like him 
could not be elected president when he won the primary elec-
tion in West Virginia, a Bible Belt state thought to be intensely 
anti-Catholic. During the campaign, he entered the lion’s den, 
the Southern Baptist Convention that had taken the lead re-
jecting Catholic Al Smith in 1928. He gave a superb speech on 
the subject of religious tolerance. If he converted few of those 
present to his side, his speech was lauded nationally. And 
 Lyndon Johnson crisscrossed Texas and the South as tirelessly 
as if he were himself the presidential candidate.

The popular vote was closer than in any election since 
1888. Kennedy won by a wafer-thin margin of 118,574 votes 
out of almost 70 million cast. (An unreconstructed  Dixiecrat 
won 500,000 votes and 15 electoral votes in the South.) 
Kennedy’s comfortable 303 to 219 electoral vote margin con-
cealed very close scrapes in several large states. Kennedy may 
have carried Illinois (27 electoral votes) because of extensive 
ballot box fraud in Chicago, governed by the last of the old 
time city bosses, Mayor Richard E. Daley.

Some pundits said that Kennedy won because his young 
high-society wife Jacquelyn was more glamorous than shy 
Pat Nixon, or because the Massachusetts senator looked bet-
ter in the first of four televised debates with Nixon. Nixon 
was, in fact, extremely nervous at the debate. Beads of perspi-
ration collected on his upper lip, and ineptly applied makeup 
failed to cover his heavy five-o’clock shadow.

But those explanations were fatuous. Nixon looked fine in 
the other three debates and performed well in all four. Nei-
ther man “won” them. Enfranchised Americans have often 
voted foolishly but it is difficult to believe that several hun-
dred thousand people in four closely run states preferred 
Jackie Kennedy to Pat Nixon for First Lady. Had Eisenhower 
been able and willing to run—he was limited to two terms 
by the Twenty-Second Amendment—he would have won in 
a walk despite Kennedy’s vigor, Jackie’s attractiveness, and 
Kennedy’s hackneyed theme of “it’s time to get this country 
moving again.”

Camelot
Kennedy was a masterful actor. He was no more an intel-
lectual than Eisenhower was: His favorite writer was Ian 
Fleming, creator of the British super spy James Bond. 
( Eisenhower’s was Louis Lamour who, critics said, wrote 

the same western potboiler over and over, changing only the 
name of the horse.) However, Kennedy won the hearts (and 
for his administration, the talents) of the intelligentsia by in-
viting venerable poet Robert Frost to a read a verse at his 
inauguration and cellist Pablo Casals to perform at the White 
House. Jacquelyn Kennedy, although only 32, proved to be a 
trouper, fashionable without snobbery and articulate on TV 
discussing her personal project recovering the history of the 
White House by assembling and refurbishing artifacts of past 
presidents that had been discarded.

The Kennedy Wit
Calvin Coolidge was a wit. Unsuccessful presidential 
candidates Adlai Stevenson (1952, 1956) and Robert 
Dole (1996) were sharp. But only Abraham Lincoln among 
the men who rose to the top was as humorously clever as 
President Kennedy. Three of Kennedy’s best quips:

When we got into office, the thing that surprised me 
most was to find that things were just as bad as we’d 
been saying they were.

Washington is a city of Southern efficiency and 
Northern charm.

It has recently been observed that whether I serve 
one or two terms in the presidency, I will find myself 
at the end of that period at what might be called an 
awkward age—too old to begin a new career and too 
young to write my memoirs.

The Kennedy Nobody Knew
Today when journalists delve into politicians’ private lives, 
hoping to end careers by exposing adolescent peccadilloes, 
John F. Kennedy would never have been elected to Congress, 
let alone to the presidency. He was an obsessive womanizer, 
constantly seeking sex and, like a teenager, boasting of his 
“scores.” Mostly, he was a one-night-stand man, but he 
had extended affairs with several women including actress 
Marilyn Monroe and Judith Flexner, the mistress of a notorious 
mobster. His close associates knew of Kennedy’s satyriasis 
but such things were not published in the 1950s and 1960s.

Very few of his close associates knew that Kennedy, although 
the picture of health, was a very sick man. Wartime injuries 
to his back caused him crippling pain unless he was injected 
with Novocain several times a day. He suffered from Addison’s 
disease, inevitably fatal before the 1950s; Kennedy survived 
thanks to injections of corticosteroids. He was afflicted with 
asthma, allergies, deafness in his right ear, wildly spiking fevers, 
“persistent venereal disease,” chronic colitis, prostatitis, and 
sinusitis. He took as many as a dozen drugs a day. He was 
administered the last rites of the Catholic Church five times. He 
would not be able to conceal his medical conditions today when 
surgeons who operate on a president’s toe are expected to 
report all the details to the press.
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Kennedy put the Washington press corps in his pocket 
with his good humor and ready wit. He even preempted 
criticism of his appointment of his brother Robert to be at-
torney general by stating that “Bobby” needed to get some 
experience before he had to practice law. With most newspa-
per publishers rock-solid Republicans, Kennedy’s popularity 
with reporters won a more favorable press coverage than any 
other  twentieth-century Democratic president.

The Kennedy family was large, athletic, and competi-
tive. Kennedy appealed to young suburbanites by releasing 
films and photographs of his brothers, sisters, and in-laws 
playing rough-and-tumble touch football on the beach at 
the  Kennedy family vacation compound in Hyannisport on 
Cape Cod—but few pictures of the homes there that would 
have drawn attention to the Kennedy wealth and privilege. 
He and Jacquelyn were the parents of two small, photoge-
nic children, an ingratiating asset absent in the White House 
since the days of the only president who was younger than 
Kennedy, Teddy Roosevelt.

There were plenty of Kennedy-haters, but in the glow of 
“Camelot,” as Kennedy lovers called his brief presidency, they 
sounded sour and carping. Camelot was a blockbuster musi-
cal of the early 1960s, based on the idyllic, mythical reign of 
King Arthur in ancient Britain. Adultery destroyed Arthur’s 
Camelot. Kennedy did not cease his all too numerous adul-
teries when he was elected president but his sexual irregulari-
ties were not widely known until years after his death.

KENNEDY FOREIGN POLICY
Kennedy was an unapologetic Cold Warrior. Neither John 
Foster Dulles nor, twenty years later, President Ronald Reagan, 
exceeded the belligerence of Kennedy’s statement that “Free-
dom and Communism are in deadly embrace; the world can-
not exist half-slave and half-free.” Kennedy probably knew that 
the “missile gap” of which he had spoken was a fi ction, but he 
sincerely believed that Dulles’s “brinkmanship” and threats of 
“massive retaliation” had been counterproductive.

Flexible Response and the Third World
Kennedy’s foreign policy advisors, mostly from elite univer-
sities and “think tanks”—Secretary of State Dean Rusk and 
security advisors Walt W. Rostow and McGeorge Bundy—
revived and updated containment policy with their doctrine 
of “fl exible response.” The United States would respond to 
Soviet and Chinese actions not with Dulles’s bluster but in 
proportion to their seriousness.

If the Soviets or Chinese actively aided guerrilla move-
ments fighting friendly regimes, the United States would 
fund the military forces of those regimes and send special-
ists to advise them; it was the Truman Doctrine plus on-site 
counselors. If the Soviets were suspected of subverting elec-
tions in the Third World, the United States would launch its 
own covert manipulative operations. Kennedy sponsored the 
development of elite antiguerrilla units in the army, notably 
the Special Forces called “Green Berets” after their distinctive 
headgear. He increased funding of the Central Intelligence 
Agency, which had 15,000 agents around the world.

Truman and Eisenhower had both thought in traditional 
terms, that wealthy Europe and Japan were the places that 
counted in the Cold War competition. Kennedy stated that 
“the great battleground for the defense and expansion of 
freedom today is the whole southern half of the globe—Asia, 
Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East—the lands of the 
rising peoples.”

He preferred to back democratic reform movements in 
the “developing countries.” Unlike Dulles, he was willing to 
cooperate with democratic socialists. Kennedy took the ini-
tiative in organizing the Alliance for Progress in the West-
ern Hemisphere, a program that promised economic aid to 
Latin American nations in the hope that they would abandon 
military dictatorship and adopt free institutions. Unfortu-
nately, the choice in the undeveloped countries was rarely be-
tween liberal reformers and Communists. Envy of American 
riches; resentment of the economic power and profiteering of 

John F. and Jacquelyn Kennedy were young, attractive, and stylish. 
They made the most of it all in order to contrast themselves with 
the elderly, homespun Eisenhowers who preceded them in the White 
House. Spotlighting their “classiness” was politically risky, however. 
A good many working-class and farm people disliked and resented 
the sophisticated upper class of the Northeast. The Kennedy image 
might have worn thin had the era of “Camelot” not been so brief. 
But elegance came naturally to the Kennedys, and it worked until the 
president’s assassination.
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 American investors in their countries; the fact that the United 
States had supported many dictators as long as they were anti-
Communist; Soviet opportunism; and the romantic zaniness 
that is common among middle- and upper-class revolution-
aries meant that Third World liberation movements were in-
clined to be suspicious of American intentions and willing to 
overlook the Russian record in Eastern Europe. Consequently, 
Kennedy sometimes found the pro-American politicians in 
“the whole southern half of the globe” were reactionaries.

The Bay of Pigs
“Flexible Response” proved to be a disaster in Cuba. Once a 
pliant American dependency, since 1959 Cuba had been gov-
erned by a revolutionary regime headed by Fidel Castro. In 
1960, baiting the United States in interminable but effective 
speeches to huge crowds, Castro began to expropriate Amer-
ican-owned properties before negotiating compensation. 
Eisenhower approved a secret CIA project to arm and train 
2,000 anti-Castro Cubans to invade the island. They were not 
ready to move until after Kennedy was in offi ce. He had mis-
givings, but the CIA assured him that Castro was unpopu-
lar. At the sound of the fi rst gunfi re, anti-Castro rebellions 
would break out all over the island. The prospect of a major 
triumph at the beginning of his presidency was attractive. To 
dismiss the anti-Castro invasion force would have provided 
ammunition to Republicans ever ready to accuse Democrats 
of timidity. Kennedy gave the go-ahead.

On April 17, 1961, the invaders waded ashore at the Bahía 
de Cochinos, the Bay of Pigs, on Cuba’s southern coast. 
Everything went wrong. There was no uprising. Castro’s 
soldiers, seasoned by years of guerrilla warfare, made short 
work of the outnumbered liberators. Instead of ousting an 

anti-American but possibly still flexible regime, Kennedy 
had pushed Castro, who feared another invasion, into the 
arms of the Soviets.

Kennedy’s Bay of Pigs fiasco heartened Nikita Khrushchev 
to take a harder line with the United States. When he met 
with Khruschev in Vienna in June, Kennedy found himself 
outwitted and upstaged at every turn. The Ukrainian tongue-
tied him in private and, when they appeared together before 
reporters and cameras, patronized him as a nice boy who 
only needed experience. Kennedy returned home seething 
with anger. Khrushchev went back to Moscow encouraged to 
act aggressively. The Soviets resumed nuclear testing in the 
atmosphere and ordered the sealing of the border between 
East and West Berlin.

The Berlin Wall
The Communist regime of East Germany had been plagued 
by the defections of trained technologists who could double 
and triple their incomes in West Germany’s booming econ-
omy. The “brain drain” was crippling East German industry, 
and Western propagandists made hay of the fact that East Ger-
mans defectors were “voting with their feet.” To put an end 
to the problem, Khrushchev ordered a wall built around West 
Berlin that was as ugly in appearance as it was symbolically.

Republicans urged Kennedy to bulldoze the wall. Kennedy 
let it stand. The wall was on East German soil; to knock it 
down meant trespassing— “invading,” the Soviets might well 
call it and respond militarily. The wall did not threaten either 
the United States or the security of West Berlin—there was 
no blockade as in 1948. Kennedy reasoned that the Berlin 
Wall was a self-inflicted propaganda disaster for the Soviets. 
It was, particularly when East Germans continued to flee the 

The Cuban Missile Crisis riveted Americans 
to their television sets. The fear that the 
United States and the Soviet Union were 
on the verge of a nuclear exchange was 
real and justified. The grim deliberations 
of Kennedy’s advisors were top secret, of 
course, and the fact that Khruschev had sent 
Kennedy a conciliatory note was unknown. 
But when network news announced that 
Russian ships carrying missiles to Cuba 
had stopped in midocean and President 
Kennedy addressed the nation, no one 
changed the channel to watch the Beverly 
Hillbillies.
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country by crashing through gates, scaling the wall, or tun-
neling under it. East German border guards were ordered to 
shoot, and they did.

The Missile Crisis
In October 1962, a U-2 fl ight over Cuba revealed that the So-
viets were installing missiles. Such a threat a hundred miles 
from the United States could not be let to pass. Before he 
informed the public of the discovery, however, Kennedy as-
sembled his most trusted advisors. He rejected a proposal 
by Dean Acheson that the sites be bombed and another that 
American troops invade Cuba. Although Kennedy did not 
know it at the time, he had decided correctly. The CIA— 
wrong again—had told him that there was only a handful of 
Russians in Cuba; in fact there were 40,000 Russian troops 
there. The CIA also grossly underestimated the size of the 
Cuban army, which numbered 270,000 men and women.

After hours of agonizing discussion, Kennedy adopted his 
brother’s moderate and flexible approach to the crisis. An-
nouncing the discovery of the missile sites on television, he 
proclaimed a naval blockade of Cuba and demanded that the 
Soviets dismantle the installations and remove all nuclear 
devices. Castro panicked. He fled to a bunker beneath the 
Soviet Embassy and demanded that Khrushchev launch a 
nuclear attack on the United States. Castro’s hysteria gave 
Khrushchev pause. He too believed in flexible response and 
began to wonder about his Cuban ally’s mental stability.

For four days, work on the sites continued and Soviet ships 
carrying twenty missiles continued on their way to Cuba. 
(Twenty missiles were already there; forty would represent a 
full third of the Russian arsenal at the time.) Americans gath-
ered solemnly around their television sets, apprehensive that 

the nuclear holocaust would begin any minute. Secretary of 
State Dean Rusk summed it up when he told the small group 
of men in Kennedy’s office, “We’re eyeball to eyeball.”

Rusk was able to add: “and I think the other fellow just 
blinked.” The Cuba-bound Russian freighters stopped in 
 midocean. After several hours, shadowed by American planes, 
they turned around. On October 26, Khrushchev sent a long 
conciliatory letter to Kennedy in which he said he would re-
move the missiles from Cuba if the United States pledged not 
to invade the island. The next day, he sent a second message 
saying that he would remove the weapons from Cuba if the 
United States removed its missiles from Turkey, which bor-
dered the Soviet Union.

Kennedy could have accepted Khruschev’s second offer as 
readily as the first. Before the crisis, he had been considering 
dismantling the Turkish missile sites as a conciliatory ges-
ture. However, reasoning from the differences between the 
two Soviet notes that there were division and indecision in 
the Kremlin, he saw the chance for some diplomatic one-
upmanship that might strengthen Khruschev’s more accom-
modating advisors. He ignored the second note, as if it had 
been lost in the mail, and accepted the terms of the first let-
ter. On October 28, Khrushchev accepted the bargain as if he 
had never mentioned Turkey.

Assassination
By the fall of 1963, Kennedy had regained the confi dence 
he had exuded in 1960. Public opinion polls showed his 
popularity up well above the 50 percent mark in California 
and other western and midwestern states that Nixon had car-
ried in 1960. Their electoral votes would more than compen-
sate for southern states lost because of his support of civil 

President and Mrs. Kennedy in their open limousine in Dallas, Texas, minutes before the president was assassinated. He was in high 
spirits. With just a year before the election of 1964, his popularity was on the rise. His apprehensions that Texans would be cool or 
even hostile to him—Lyndon Johnson had to nag him into making the trip—had been allayed by warm receptions everywhere.
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rights legislation. Vice President Johnson assured him that 
more white southerners than Kennedy realized were moder-
ate on racial questions.

Johnson invited Kennedy to make a speaking tour of 
Texas with him. Kennedy hesitated. He feared he would be 
booed and jeered on the streets. But Johnson persevered and 
 Kennedy agreed.

They were met with cheering crowds, and Kennedy was re-
assured. Then, as the motorcade passed through a broad open 
space in downtown Dallas known as Dealey Plaza, the presi-
dent’s head was shattered by rifle fire. Within a few hours,  Dallas 
police had arrested Lee Harvey Oswald, a ne’er-do-well former 
Marine and hanger-on of pro-Castro organizations who worked 
in a textbook clearinghouse overlooking Dealey Plaza.

Kennedy’s death unleashed a storm of anxieties and con-
spiracy theories. Because extreme right-wing political or-
ganizations like the John Birch Society were prominent in 
Dallas, liberals were inclined to blame far right “kooks” for 
the assassination. They circulated stories of Dallas school-
children cheering when they heard Kennedy had been killed. 
(The rumors were false.) Others said that the CIA had killed 
Kennedy because, after the Bay and Pigs and the Missile Cri-
sis, he had grown disgusted by the agency’s bad advice.

Oswald’s own political associations were with organiza-
tions of the left. Indeed, he had lived for a time in the Soviet 
Union and tried to renounce his American citizenship. Few 
thought the Soviet Union would engineer the murder. They 
had no reason to want Kennedy out of the way. Castro, on the 
other hand, bore a grudge and, as Khrushchev had learned, 
was capable of rash action.

Lee Harvey Oswald was unable to clear things up. Two 
days after his arrest, he was shot to death in the basement 

of the Dallas police headquarters by a nightclub operator 
named Jack Ruby. Ruby said he was distressed to the point of 
distraction by the death of the president whom he had idol-
ized. Because Ruby had nebulous underworld connections, 
his appearance in the story added the theory that the Mafia 
had killed Kennedy.

A National Tragedy
A commission headed by Chief Justice Earl Warren found 
that Oswald was not part of a conspiracy, that he acted 
alone. He was a solitary misfi t much like Charles Guiteau 
and Leon Czolgosz. However, sloppiness in gathering evi-
dence and soft spots in several of the Warren Commission’s 
conclusions only increased belief in conspiracies. In later 
years, several more careful independent investigations con-
fi rmed the commission’s fi ndings (while faulting much of 
its work). But suspicions lived on. In 1988, a large majority 
of Americans said that they did not accept the offi cial ac-
count of the murder. In 1991, a Hollywood fi lm implicating 
government agencies in the killing, all allegedly coordinated 
by a homosexual aesthete from New Orleans, was a huge 
commercial success. In 2008, yet another book claiming that 
Oswald did not act alone was published to positive reviews 
from usually cautious critics.

John F. Kennedy was not a major president, not even a 
“near great,” a term some historians, unfortunately, like to 
use. He accomplished little domestically. In foreign policy, 
his success in the Missile Crisis was to pale in significance 
when set beside Kennedy’s then barely noticed military in-
tervention in Vietnam, an involvement that was to escalate 
out of control and poison American life for decades.

Still, the assassination was a national tragedy like Lincoln’s 
murder. Kennedy had inspired an idealism that, after his death, 
was to dissipate into disillusionment, cynicism, and mind-
less political and social turmoil. Daniel Patrick  Moynihan, 
an official in his administration who was to become senator 
from New York, summed it up pretty well for his generation 
when he told of a conversation he had at Kennedy’s funeral: 
Journalist “Mary McGrory said to me that we’ll never laugh 
again. And I said, ‘Heavens, Mary. We’ll laugh again. It’s just 
that we’ll never be young again.’ ”

Modern Communications
When George Washington died in Virginia in 1799, it took a 
week for the news to reach New York City, almost another 
week to reach Boston. Within half an hour of John F. 
Kennedy’s death, 68 percent of the American people knew 
about it, within six hours, all of them except hermits.
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“A
frican American” and “Afro-American” 
were terms rarely heard in 1953. There was 
the African Methodist Episcopal Church, 
the largest black church, which dated back to 
1787 when its founders were no more than 

a generation or so removed from their native lands. By the 
twentieth century, however, black organizations that wanted 
to honor their members’ ancestry preferred “Abyssinian” or 
“Ethiopian.”

“Black” was unacceptable to African Americans of mixed 
ancestry who regarded their lighter skin color as a mark of 
superior social status. African Americans’ favored identifica-
tions of themselves were “Negro” (capitalized as the equiva-
lent of “Caucasian”) and “colored” as in the National Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Colored People. Respectful 
whites said “Negro” or “colored.” Others used one of dozens 
of slang terms, most of which were insulting. The name 
 African Americans despised was, of course, nigger.

BEING BLACK IN AMERICA
In 1953, two of three Negroes still lived in the South: the for-
mer slave states plus Oklahoma. However, the black popula-
tion of the Northeast had doubled since 1900 as southerners 
were driven north by poverty and harassment and drawn by 
better-paying jobs and relative tolerance. Five percent of the 
black population lived in the Midwest as compared to less 
than 2 percent in 1900. African Americans in the western 
states, numbered 600,000 by 1953, almost all of them recent 

arrivals lured by high-paying jobs in defense plants during 
World War II.

Wherever they lived, blacks were, at best, second-class citi-
zens. They were reminded of their inferior social status ev-
erywhere except within large urban ghettos like New York’s 
Harlem and Chicago’s South Side. There, like the new immi-
grants half a century earlier, they could insulate themselves 
from constant reminders of the distaste, even the contempt, 
in which the white majority held them.

Jim Crow South and North
Social segregation was as thoroughgoing in the South as it had 
been in 1900. Schools, hospitals, buses and trolleys, waiting 
rooms, movie theaters, grandstands at baseball fi elds, parks, 
and libraries were segregated by race. Reminders of the color 
line were everywhere in the shape of “white only” and “colored 
only” signs enameled on drinking fountains in courthouses 
and scrawled in paint on privies behind service stations.

No signs were necessary to inform southern blacks that 
they would not be served in cafés where they saw white peo-
ple coming and going. A typical local ordinance like this one 
from Montgomery, Alabama, made it

unlawful to conduct a restaurant of any other place 
for the serving of food . . . at which white and colored 
people are served in the same room unless such white 
and colored people are effectually separated by a solid 
partition extending from the floor upward to a distance 
of seven feet or higher and unless a separate entrance 
from the street is provided for each compartment.

Chapter 47

Race and Rights
The African American Struggle
for Civil Equality 1953–1968

The time has come for Americans of all races and creeds and political beliefs to 
understand and to respect one another. So let us put an end to the teaching and the 
preaching of hate and evil and violence. Let us turn away from the fanatics of the far 
left and the far right, from the apostles of bitterness and bigotry, from those defiant of 
law, and those who pour venom into our Nation’s bloodstream. . . .

—Lyndon Baines Johnson

©
 U

PI
-B

et
tm

an
n/

Co
rb

is

767



768 Chapter 47 Race and Rights

Your dollar was good, but you ordered and paid for your 
egg-salad sandwich wrapped in waxed paper at the kitchen 
door.

A traveling African American caught at night in a strange 
town knew that if he did not bump into a local who could di-
rect him to a hotel for the race, he was better advised to hun-

ker down on a bench in the “colored” section of a railroad or 
bus station than to wander around looking for a room.

“Jim Crow” was not an exclusively southern institution. 
In 1953, interracial marriages were forbidden in thirty of the 
forty-eight states. Even Massachusetts forbade ministers and 
priests to marry a couple from one of the thirty states where 
they could not legally marry. There was one or another kind 
of racially discriminatory state law in thirty-two states, re-
strictive municipal ordinances in many of the other sixteen, 
and racial customs as rigorously enforced as laws almost 
 everywhere.

Prejudice
Pennsylvania’s state teachers’ colleges were open to black 
students. However, African American high school graduates 
were encouraged to apply to all-black Cheyney State. They 
were told—truthfully enough—that they would feel more 
comfortable there.

In Philadelphia, municipal swimming pools were open to 
blacks only one day a week—when almost all white children 
stayed home. In Wildwood, New Jersey, a summer resort 
boasting five miles of ocean beach, African Americans knew 
to spread their blankets and picnic baskets on only one short 
stretch of sand. Blacks could promenade on the boardwalk, 
take a spin on the Tilt-a-Whirl, and buy the kids a “sno-cone” 
on only one evening each week. Authorities justified these 
restrictions on the grounds that, if crowds of young whites 
and blacks mixed on the beach or on the boardwalk, there 
would be violence.

Residential restrictions were universal except in small 
towns where only a handful of blacks lived. In fact, few 
 African Americans complained about residential segrega-
tion as long as it did not mean substandard housing. When 
they were at home, they wanted to feel “at home,” just as 
they preferred their own churches and clubs. The wealthi-
est  African Americans in New York City preferred to live in 
 Harlem (on the best streets) rather than in apartments in 
white  neighborhoods.

The “colored” waiting room at a train depot. The law required that 
racially segregated public accommodations be “equal” in quality. Some 
were; most were not. There were showers in the white rest rooms in 
most Greyhound bus terminals, but not in the “colored” facilities. Black 
passengers were not surprised, and they were more interested in getting 
to their destinations than filing a futile complaint.
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1954 Brown v. School Board of Topeka

1948 Segregation in armed forces ended
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1947 Major League baseball integrated

1955  Martin Luther King leads Montgomery bus boycott

1957 National Guard enforced school integration in Little Rock
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1965 Voting Rights Act

1965 Malcolm X assassinated
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Unskilled African Americans were hired to work only the 
most menial, lowest paying jobs. Even where labor unions 
defended African Americans’ rights to desirable employment 
such as in Detroit’s automobile industry or on the docks in 
San Francisco, Philadelphia, and New York, black and white 
stevedores worked in segregated gangs. Black doctors em-
ployed by municipal hospitals were assigned to hospitals in 
African American neighborhoods, black teachers to largely 
black schools. Lawyers, dentists, and other professionals ex-
pected to have all-black clienteles.

The national capital was a Jim Crow town. Some govern-
ment agencies hired African Americans only to sweep floors 
and work in cafeterias. When Adam Clayton Powell Jr. was 
elected to Congress from New York in 1944, he delighted in 
discomfiting his southern white colleagues by lunching with 
black constituents in the House dining room. In fact, African 
Americans were denied service in many up-scale restaurants 
in the North.

Winds of Change
By 1953, however, there were signs of change in the air. The 
lynch mob murdering with impunity was a thing of the past 

(although, in 1955, several Mississippians murdered a black 
boy from Chicago for being “uppity” and got away with it).

Americans’ disgust with Nazi anti-Jewish laws in Germany 
led northern states, after the war, to repeal their own anti-
miscegenation laws. Laws prohibiting interracial marriage 
survived in the south until 1967 when, in Loving v. Virginia,
the Supreme Court declared them unconstitutional in every 
state.

In many southern cities (although not in rural counties 
where blacks were more numerous), legal and extra-legal de-
vices preventing African Americans from voting were falling 
into disuse. In 1940, only 3 percent of southern blacks con-
stitutionally eligible to vote were actually registered; by 1953, 
20 percent were.

In 1947, a star black baseball player, Jackie Roosevelt 
 Robinson, cracked the most conspicuous segregated national 
institution, major league baseball, when he joined the Brooklyn 
Dodgers of the National League. By the end of his first season, 
several teams had signed black players. By 1953, only two or 
three major league teams still refused to recruit blacks.

In 1948, President Truman ordered an end to segrega-
tion in the armed forces. The generals and admirals dodged 
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MAP 47:1 Racial Segregation, 1949. State laws drew a “color line” through public institutions and most public accommodations 
in all the states where, a century earlier, slavery had been legal. More than ten states that had never known slavery had laws 
that discriminated against African Americans in one way or another. Even states with no discriminatory legislation on the books 
unofficially approved it. In Pennsylvania, for example, while blacks could attend any one of the state-supported teacher’s colleges, 
one of them, Cheyney State, was all black. Rather than deal daily with prejudice, almost all African Americans who wanted to be
teachers enrolled there.
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the order for three years. However, when high casual-
ties during the Korean War reduced both black and white 
units by half and more, rendering them tactically useless, 
the army brass gave in, combining black and white regi-
ments at half-strength into one that was combat ready. At 
the Democratic National Convention in 1948, Minneapolis 
mayor  Hubert H. Humphrey successfully pushed through 
a resolution pledging the party to back full civil rights for 
African Americans.

THE BATTLE IN THE COURTS
The big breakthrough in ending institutionalized segrega-
tion came in 1954 when, in Brown v. School Board of Topeka,
the Supreme Court ruled that racially separate schools vio-
lated the right of African Americans to the equal treatment 
guaranteed them by the Fourteenth Amendment. The 
announcement of the decision came as a shock to many 
people. However, Brown was the culmination of a long, 
expensive, incremental campaign in the courts led by the 
NAACP.

The legal foundation of racially segregated schools (and 
the Jim Crow laws) was the 1896 Supreme Court decision 
in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson. In 1896, with only one dis-
senter, the Court ruled that it did not violate Fourteenth 
Amendment protections if public facilities such as schools 
were segregated by race as long as the white and color facili-
ties were equal in quality. 

Separate and Unequal
Over the years, African American groups had periodically 
won court cases when they proved that a specifi c public fa-
cility for blacks was grossly unequal to the whites’ facility. 
More often, when a local authority knew it was going to lose 
a separate but equal case, it headed off a judgment by appro-
priating enough money to improve the black facility in ques-
tion. None of those little victories, however, had any bearing 
on segregation as an institution.

During the 1930s, the NAACP’s chief attorney, Charles 
H. Houston, concluded that the racial discrimination most 
damaging to African Americans was in public education. 
There was little point, Houston reasoned, in challenging sep-
arate but equal as a doctrine. Supreme Courts rarely reverse 
the rulings of earlier Courts, especially when, as in the case of 
Plessy, the vote was an overwhelming 8–1.

Houston persuaded the NAACP leadership that, for the 
moment, they should accept “separate but equal” as a rule 
of the game and attack race-based discrimination in which 
educational opportunities were made available to whites but 
not to African Americans.

Thus, only a few southern states provided pharmacy, den-
tistry, medical, nursing, law, and other graduate schools for 
blacks. They could get away with it because there was little 
demand for such advanced training among the overwhelm-
ingly poor, uneducated, rural African American population 
of the South, and, therefore, no legal challenges. When, in 

North Carolina, a qualified black college graduate applied to 
the state’s whites-only pharmacy school, the state solved the 
problem by paying his expenses at a pharmacy school in a 
northern state.

Warming Up
Other states avoided lawsuits by adopting this practice. 
Houston won his fi rst victory against it in 1935 when he 
represented Donald Murray, an African American who ap-
plied for admission to the University of Maryland law school 
and refused to take the state’s money and study in the north, 
claiming that, as a citizen of Maryland, he had the his right 
to pursue his studies in his own state. The Maryland courts 
found in favor of Murray, presenting the state legislature 
with the options of admitting Murray to the university law 
school or paying to build and hire the faculty for a separate 
but equal black law school in the state. Murray was admitted, 
and Maryland quietly abandoned its whites-only policy in 
other graduate schools.

Charles Houston, the predecessor of Thurgood Marshall as chief 
counsel of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People. Houston devised the NAACP strategy of working within the 
“separate but equal” doctrine that underlay racial segregation rather 
than attacking it head-on. Houston advocated that the NAACP pick 
away piecemeal at racial discrimination in education by focusing 
on instances in which states provided no educational facilities for 
African Americans.
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Because Maryland gave in at the state level, the Murray 
ruling applied only to that state. Houston needed a case that 
he or his adversary could and would fight all the way to the 
Supreme Court. He found his plaintiff in Lloyd Gaines, a 
black Missourian who, like Murray, was denied admission to 
the University of Missouri law school and refused to accept 
tuition and expenses to attend the law school in neighboring 
Iowa. Gaines v. Canada went to the Supreme Court which 
ruled, in a 6–2 decision, that Gaines had a right to attend 
law school in his home state. Missouri was ordered to admit 
Gaines to the white law school or create a separate but equal 
law school for blacks.

The Missouri legislature appropriated money to open a law 
school at Lincoln University, a tax-supported black school. 
Houston intended to sue that the slapped-together new law 
school was not the equal of the University of  Missouri’s. 
While visiting Chicago late in 1939, however, Gaines simply 
disappeared. Some believed he was murdered by white rac-
ists. Others, recalling Gaines’s erratic personality, guessed 
that he had had his fill of litigation, was worn down by the 
stress of the case, and simply walked off. The case has never 
been solved.

McLaurin and Sweatt
It took Houston’s successor as the NAACP’s legal strate-
gist, Thurgood Marshall of Baltimore, several years before 
he could fi nd solid lawsuits comparable to the Gaines case. 
Finally, on the same day in 1950, he won not one but two 
major decisions.

The first was McLaurin v. Oklahoma. In response to a 
court order, the whites-only University of Oklahoma admit-
ted George McLaurin, an African American, to its graduate 
program in education. However, because state law mandated 
racially segregated education, McLaurin was required to sit 
in a roped-off “colored-only” row at the rear of lecture halls 
or even in the corridor outside classrooms. A “colored-only” 
desk in the library and a “colored-only” table in the cafeteria 
were set aside for him.

Neither the university president nor most students ap-
proved of McLaurin’s humiliation. He usually had moral 
support at his table at lunchtime. But white students were 
deterred from denying the color line in classrooms by the 
threat of a $20 per day fine that the state legislature was pre-
pared to enforce. Fortunately, the “Oklahoma solution” did 
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George McLaurin was admitted to the white University of Oklahoma’s graduate school in education because there was no 
segregated equivalent in the state. Because of a state law forbidding interracial education, he was forced to sit in isolated 
rows in classes or, in this case, in the corridor outside a lecture. His humiliation did not last long. The Supreme Court 
found that such treatment violated the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal treatment doctrine.
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not last. The Supreme Court unanimously ruled that the 
university was palpably denying McLaurin treatment equal 
to that of white students.

The state of Texas had hurriedly created a separate law 
school for African Americans. Represented by the NAACP, 
Heman Sweatt, who had been turned down by the University 
of Texas law school, maintained that the newly founded black 
law school could not provide an education equal to that at the 
University. In Sweatt  v. Painter, the Court unanimously agreed. 
It held that the instructors at the new black law school were not 
the equals of the accomplished professors at the white univer-
sity. Moreover, a degree from the jerry-built black law school 
would not carry with it the prestige of a University of Texas 
degree. Texas was ordered to admit Sweatt to its law school.

The McLaurin and Sweatt cases were significant; they 
had results. Within six months in 1950, about 1,000 African 
Americans were admitted to formerly all-white universities 
in Arkansas, Kentucky, Maryland, and Oklahoma—and they 
did not have to sit in the corridors. Delaware desegregated all 
of its graduate schools. Some NAACP lawyers thought they 
detected in Chief Justice Fred Vinson’s opinion a hint that he 

Legal Niceties
The Supreme Court expounds on the meaning of the Constitution 
only within a specific contest, a legal dispute that can be resolved 
only by determining how the Constitution bears on it. So, the 
NAACP could not challenge discriminatory laws in the abstract. 
Its lawyers had to have a flesh and blood plaintiff whose 
grievance specifically illustrated the interpretation of the 
Fourteenth Amendment at which they had arrived.

Tactically, it was desirable that plaintiffs be upstanding 
citizens with nothing resembling a skeleton in the closet 
that opposing attorneys could exploit in order to distract 
attention from the principle at issue. For example, Thurgood 
Marshall represented five parents of black children in the 
landmark Brown v. School Board case. It was no accident 
that he listed the name of Oliver L. Brown first among them. 
Brown was the male head of an intact family with a spotless 
reputation as a citizen. Marshall deliberately obscured the 
name of another plaintiff who was an unwed single parent 
lest Topeka’s lawyers kick up a fuss on that irrelevant issue.

Organized Baseball—the major and minor leagues—had no 
rule banning African American players. By the 1890s, how-
ever, the color line was as absolute in baseball as it was in the 
Mississippi Delta. Not until 1947 was the taboo broken.

It was not the owners of the clubs who initiated the 
whites-only policy, but players, led by Adrian “Cap” 
Anson, probably the best player in the game before 1900. 
He refused to take the field when there were blacks on the 
opposing team, and the owners gave in. Few if any white 
players ever objected, not even Babe Ruth who played ex-
hibition baseball against African American teams and said 
that the best black players would be the best players in the 
white majors too. He accepted the common justification 
of segregation in baseball that if whites and blacks played 
in the majors, racial brawls would be common.

Team owners occasionally discussed integrating 
 baseball—very privately. In 1931, with the depression cut-
ting sharply into attendance, several owners considered 
making up their losses by fielding African American stars, 
thus attracting black fans. The idea came to nothing when 
they realized that African Americans were already buying 
plenty of tickets to major league games. At a World Se-
ries game in 1932, one paying customer in five was black. 
When the Chicago White Sox and the Chicago Ameri-
can Giants of the Negro American League played home 
games on the same day, the White Sox usually attracted 
more blacks than the Giants did. Dan Burley, an African 
American sportswriter, noted wryly that if you asked a 
black baseball fan “practically anything . . . about the white 
majors, he can quote you records by the dozens as glibly 
and as accurately as a hired publicity man.” The same fan 

was likely not to know how many teams there were in the 
Negro Leagues.

In 1942, the men who ran the National League panicked 
when they got wind of a plan to recruit black players by 
the Philadelphia Phillies. After finishing in last place for five 
straight years, the Phillies were for sale cheap. Bill Veeck, a 
colorful but penniless promoter, was trying to organize a 
syndicate to buy the team. He approached several owners of 
Negro League teams for money, telling them that his Phillies 
would have open tryouts in the spring of 1943. He would 
hire African Americans who “beat out the white players 
the Phillies had.” With the Phillies players so weak, Veeck’s 
plan would have meant a lineup that was at least half black. 
When the National League heard of Veeck’s intentions, the 
league promptly bought the Phillies to keep the team out of 
his hands, later selling to another buyer at a loss.

By the time of Bill Veeck’s abortive attempt to integrate 
the National League, the Negro American and the Negro 
National League were prospering. Every team was at least 
breaking even; most were making money. In September 
1944, 46,000 attended an interleague all-star game.

It had been a struggle to get to that point. The history of 
Negro baseball paralleled the early history of the white ma-
jors with a time lag of three or four decades. Many of the 
pioneering club owners in both white and black baseball 
were shady characters—several heads of numbers rackets 
in the case of the Negro Leagues. Respectable blacks with 
capital were no more interested in investing in high-risk 
baseball teams than genteel whites had been in the 1870s.

Bloody brawls and harassment of umpires had plagued 
white baseball before 1900. The violence scared  potential 

Negro League Baseball



suspected that racially separate educational facilities could 
never be equal. If so, the time was ripe to attempt to reverse 
Plessy as it applied to all levels of education.

Brown v. School Board of Topeka
Marshall and NAACP president Roy Wilkins were not so 
sure. Postgraduate education was an easier nut to crack 
than elementary and secondary schools. Few people, white 
or black, were interested in graduate school. Not so primary 
and secondary schools: All children attended them. Middle-
class and especially lower-class whites—the political back-
bone of southern racism—were passionately interested in 
keeping the schools whites only. With good reason, Marshall 
and Wilkins worried that a majority of justices would grasp 
at any formula to avoid a social upheaval by justifying sepa-
rate but equal public schools.

Their anxiety was justified. Although they did not know 
it, only one justice, William O. Douglass, had no reserva-
tions about ruling segregation unconstitutional. The equally 
liberal Hugo Black, who leaned in that direction, was trou-
bled by distinctions between “reasonable segregation” and 

“ unreasonable segregation,” a bad sign. Felix Frankfurter de-
spised racism, but he was also an outspoken critic of judges 
who allowed their personal values to distort their reading 
of what was obvious in the law. A straw vote in the Court’s 
chambers had showed a one vote majority for finding segre-
gation acceptable in primary and secondary schools. How-
ever, Chief Justice Vinson (who voted with the majority) did 
not want so important an issue decided by one vote. He or-
dered the Court to hear Brown v. School Board a second time 
in 1953.

Then, in September, an apparently healthy Vinson died. To 
succeed him as Chief Justice, President Eisenhower named 
former California governor Earl Warren. Warren was a don’t-
rock-the-boat moderate Republican. He had gone along with 
the internment of California’s Japanese-Americans during 
the war. Eisenhower expected him to resolve Brown v. School
Board of Topeka in favor of segregation or, at least, to delay 
action. At a White House social, the president quite improp-
erly let Warren know his wishes. This angered Warren, who 
intended to vote to reverse Plessy. He went to work to per-
suade the four justices leaning against reversal to go along 

ticket buyers away so the owners cracked down on trou-
blemakers with tough punishments. It was the same in 
the Negro Leagues. In a championship game in 1934, one 
player shoved an umpire and two players punched  him. 
However, none of the three was even ejected from the 
game. League bosses feared that, if they had done so, their 
teammates would have walked off and admission fees 
would have to be refunded.

The Negro Leagues never won control of players as the 
major leagues had. Each team was an independent enterprise. 
If a league policy displeased just one owner, he or she with-
drew the team from the league. There was as much money 
to be made—sometimes more—barnstorming against non-
league teams (both black and white) and gimmicky costumed 
clubs like the bearded House of David, the Jewish Clowns, 
Jim Thorpe’s Indians, and the Zulu Cannibal Giants. In 1934, 
the fifth game of the Negro National League championship 
series had to be postponed for ten days because the Phila-
delphia Stars had lined up several games elsewhere that were 
more lucrative than the championship series.

Negro league stars were beyond control. There was a 
“reserve clause” such as the major league teams used to 
hold their players in a kind of bondage: play for the team 
to which you were contracted or play for no one. The best 
Negro League players could ignore the threat because, they 
knew, they were the ones who attracted the fans. In 1937, 
Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo hired eighteen of the 
best Negro League players, including Leroy “Satchel” Paige 
(possibly the greatest pitcher, black or white, of all time); 
Josh Gibson (who, Babe Ruth said, would lead the majors 
in home runs); and crowd-pleaser James “Cool Papa” Bell. 

They played only one season for Ciudad Trujillo because, 
they said, Trujillo virtually imprisoned them between 
games. And they had no trouble finding jobs back in the 
Negro Leagues despite having jumped their contracts. 
If their old team did not take them back, another team 
would. They sold tickets.

Only half the Negro League teams were well enough cap-
italized to have home fields. Pittsburgh’s Homestead Grays 
owned a good stadium. The Philadelphia Stars’ Passon 
Field was much better than the Baker Bowl where the Phil-
lies played. But they were the exceptions. Other teams had 
to schedule their home games on days when white major 
and minor league teams from the same town were on the 
road and their stadiums were for rent. St. Louis and Detroit, 
despite large African American populations, did not have 
teams in the Negro Leagues because the owners of Sports-
man’s Park and Briggs Stadium refused to rent to Negroes.

When Jackie Robinson broke into the majors in 1947, 
his success doomed the Negro Leagues. Branch Rickey of 
the Dodgers, who hired him, did not compensate the Kan-
sas City Monarchs for stealing Robinson from them, nor 
did he pay the Newark Eagles when he signed pitcher Don 
Newcombe, nor the Baltimore Elite Giants when he signed 
catcher Roy Campanella.

“We are built on segregation,” a Negro League owner 
had said, “If there was no segregation . . . we’d all probably 
be out of business.” And so they were. Newark Eagles home 
attendance was 120,000 in 1946, 60,000 in 1947, 35,000 in 
1948. By 1953, there were only four teams left in the Negro 
American League. By the end of the decade, the most suc-
cessful African-American-run big business was dead.
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with the majority. So momentous a decision, he argued, 
would stir up less fuss if it had the prestige of a unanimous 
decision behind it. So effective a politician was Warren that 
he convinced even the one justice who firmly believed in the 
validity of Plessy. All nine signed Warren’s opinion.

Resistance
Most cities and larger towns in the upper South integrated 
their schools without incident. Many whites were happy to 
be rid of segregation if for no other reason than the expense 
of supporting parallel school systems. In the deep South, 
however, white resistance was widespread. Demagogic politi-
cians courted voters by pledging “segregation forever” and 
“the South shall rise again.” A reincarnation of the Ku Klux 
Klan spread rapidly throughout the lower South. Black pu-
pils in integrated schools were harassed, sometimes with the 
connivance of teachers, so that many withdrew back into the 
Jim Crow schools.

 In Arkansas, where trouble was not expected, Little Rock 
exploded in September 1957. A mob of white adults greeted 
the first black pupils at Central High School with shouts, 
curses, and rocks. Claiming that the presence of the African 
American pupils was the cause of the disorder, Governor 

Orval Faubus called out the Arkansas National Guard to pre-
vent desegregation.

President Eisenhower was furious. (Although still an-
grier with Earl Warren than with Faubus; he later said that 
naming Warren Chief Justice was the biggest mistake of his 
presidency.) Faubus was defying a federal court order being 
enforced by federal marshalls. That, Ike would not tolerate. 
He assumed command of the Arkansas National Guard and 
ordered it to enforce integration at Central High. Overnight, 
the perplexed guardsmen’s orders were reversed.

DIRECT ACTION AND POLITICS
While the NAACP shepherded lawsuits through the courts, 
other civil rights organizations concentrated on direct ac-
tion: demonstrations, strikes, boycotts, and nonviolent civil 
disobedience, peacefully violating discriminatory laws in 
order to draw attention to the injustice of them.

The master of direct action before 1953 was Adam  Clayton 
Powell Jr., the pastor of the Abyssinian Baptist Church in 
Harlem. Powell was handsome, eloquent, brazen, colorful, 
worldly rather than pious. Before World War II he had or-
ganized rent strikes against Harlem slumlords, a successful 
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Arkansas Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas. It was Little Rock’s whites-only high school before the Supreme Court ordered 
that public secondary schools be integrated. When a small group of African American students showed up to register to begin the
integration process, they were met by screaming white rioters, some hurling stones. Governor Orval Faubus mobilized the National
Guard to prevent their enrollment, saying that they were the cause of the disorder. President Eisenhower, who did not want to rush
school integration, was nevertheless furious at Faubus and took command of the Arkansas Guard. Overnight, the guardsmen’s task 
was changed from preventing integration to enforcing it.



demonstration demanding that the New York World’s Fair of 
1939 hire more African Americans, and a boycott to pressure 
shop owners on 125th Street, Harlem’s business section, to 
hire African Americans. “Mass action is the most powerful 
force on earth,” he said. Powell’s arrogance annoyed whites 
but Harlemites loved it. They elected him to Congress in 
1944 and sent him back every two years.

The blacks and whites who founded the Congress on Ra-
cial Equality (CORE) in Chicago in 1942, were anything but 
arrogant. They were members of the Fellowship for Recon-
ciliation (FOR), a mostly Christian pacifist organization, 
who took as their inspiration Mohandas Gandhi, the Indian 
agitator who had shaken British imperial rule by espousing 
nonviolent mass disobedience of unjust laws. The FOR ad-
monished members to submit passively to arrest after break-
ing the law. By their moral example, they would in time force 
the repeal of the unjust laws they violated. In 1947, sixteen 
members of CORE—eight white, eight black—openly vio-
lated southern state laws requiring the segregation of buses 
and trains by race. Four were convicted and sentenced to 
labor on chain gangs.

Martin Luther King Jr.
The Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1955 was grounded on 
CORE’s principles of nonviolent civil disobedience largely 
because of the leadership of a young Baptist preacher,  Martin 

Luther King Jr., who had written his doctoral dissertation on 
Gandhi. In Montgomery, as in almost every other southern 
city, the law required African Americans to move to the back 
of bus if a white person wanted the seats they occupied nearer 
the front. The 1955 protest began when a woman named 
Rosa Parks, weary after a day’s work, refused to give up her 
seat behind the driver to a white passenger. When she was ar-
rested, Montgomery’s African Americans responded by boy-
cotting the city-owned bus system. They walked, hitchhiked, 
or carpooled to their jobs with such unanimity that the bus 
company faced bankruptcy.

Journalists and television reporters flocked to Montgom-
ery as King emerged as the boycott’s spokesman. The police 
harassed him, repeatedly arresting him and roughing him 
up. Terrorists bombed his home. Nevertheless, King pleaded 
with his followers to remain nonviolent. Not only was it the 
Christian way to turn the other cheek, he argued, but also 
peaceful submission was politically effective. If blacks re-
sisted violently, onlookers would approve of forceful repres-
sion. However, if decent white people were confronted on 
their television sets with police officers brutalizing peaceful 
 African Americans and their white supporters simply because 
they demanded to be treated decently, they would, King be-
lieved, force the authorities to change obnoxious laws.

King’s technique worked. He became a national figure 
overnight. Prominent northern churchmen and important 

A Montgomery, Alabama city bus during the great boycott of 1955. Normally, the bus would be filled with blacks the majority 
of passengers. African American were required to give up seats close to the driver as the bus filled. It was this humiliation that 
launched the boycott.
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labor leaders like Walter Reuther of the United Automobile 
Workers came to Montgomery to march with the boycotters. 
They raised money to finance the Southern Christian Lead-
ership Conference (SCLC) which King founded to spread 
his message. After 1960, when SCLC’s youth organization, 
the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) 
peacefully violated laws that prohibited blacks from eating 
at lunch counters in the South, white university students in 
the North picketed and boycotted branches of chain stores 
like F. W. Woolworth in their hometowns. When a white mob 
burned an interstate bus on which white and black “freedom 
riders” from CORE were peaceably defying segregated seat-
ing, the federal government sent marshals south to identify 
and prosecute violent racists.

Ike, Kennedy, and Race
Neither Dwight D. Eisenhower nor John F. Kennedy had 
thought of racial discrimination as a compelling issue. Both, 
for different reasons, were dismayed by the militance with 
which, after the Brown decision, civil rights movement lead-
ers demanded equality for African Americans.

Ike had grown up in Abilene, Kansas, and Denison, 
Texas, both Jim Crow towns, in the early twentieth cen-
tury. His proper, church-going family bore black people no 
 animosity—his mother was a Jehovah’s Witness—but they 
accepted the color line as a fact of life. The U.S. army, in 

which  Eisenhower spent his entire adult life, was strictly 
segregated and not entirely happy about the four African 
American regiments it was required to maintain. Black 
draftees during the two world wars were assigned to seg-
regated units, and few were combat soldiers, reflecting the 
common prejudice that blacks were unreliable. (Only 5 per-
cent of black soldiers saw action in World War II compared 
to 27 percent of whites.) African Americans were assigned 
to transportation companies or the Quartermaster Corps 
(supply). Until World War II, there were few black officers, 
and most of them were chaplains with whom Officer’s Club 
officers like Eisenhower had no contact.

Kennedy too had lived in an all-white world, within the 
rarefied upper class that educated its children at private 
schools and elite institutions like Harvard. Not even the 
Kennedys’ political ambitions involved them in racial is-
sues. Boston had the smallest African American population 
among large cities, and the Irish-Americans who dominated 
Massachusetts politics were as racist as Georgia cotton grow-
ers. The only blacks with whom John F. Kennedy had rubbed 
elbows were waiters serving canapés or, during World War II, 
cooks, dish washers, and hospital orderlies, the jobs to which 
the navy assigned African American recruits.

As president, Kennedy was more receptive than  Eisenhower 
to civil rights demonstrators because the almost solid  African 
American Democratic vote in large northern cities was 

University of Mississippi students scream insults when African American James Meredith arrived on campus to register 
as a student. A riot followed in which Meredith and federal marshals guarding him were trapped and assaulted in a 
building. Only the arrival of a military unit restored an uneasy peace to the university, but harassment of Meredith 
continued throughout his student career.
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 essential to the party’s electoral success. The catch was that 
the Democrats’ once “solid South” counted on white segrega-
tionists. Franklin D. Roosevelt had held the unlikely alliance 
together by sidestepping the issue of Jim Crow laws and even 
refusing to support antilynching legislation. That was no lon-
ger possible after the emergence of Martin Luther King.

“Segregation Forever”
By the fall of 1962, hard-line segregationist southern poli-
ticians made it clear that they were determined to resist by 
direct action what they had lost in the courts. The governor 
of Mississippi, Ross Barnett, himself a former Klansman, or-
dered the state university at Oxford to refuse admission to a 
young African American, James Meredith. The president and 
his brother, Attorney-General Robert Kennedy, wrangled 
with Barnett by phone for hours. They had no choice, they 
told him, but to enforce Meredtih’s court-ordered admission. 
By continuing his rabble-rousing, Barnett was accomplish-
ing nothing but fomenting a riot that would foul the reputa-
tion of Ol’ Miss and savage the beautiful university town of 
Oxford.

Such appeals meant nothing to Barnett. When Meredith 
registered, Oxford was plunged into a riot as white students, 
Klansmen, and other racists attacked federal marshalls guard-
ing Meredith in a makeshift citadel. The marshalls, whom the 
Kennedys had ordered not to use firearms until their backs 
were to the wall, were nearly overrun when troops arrived 
to lift the siege. Miraculously, only two people were killed; 
however, 166 marshals were wounded. It cost the federal gov-
ernment $4 million to ensure that one student was enrolled 
in the state university he paid taxes to support.

In January 1963, the battlefront moved east to Alabama. 
Governor George C. Wallace was a much cleverer politician 
than Barnett. Ironically, he had risen in Alabama politics as a 
populist Democrat who avoided the ravings of racist dema-
gogues. Then, in 1958, he narrowly lost the gubernatorial 
election to one of them. “You know why I lost? . . ., ” he told a 
friend. “I was outniggered . . . and I’ll tell you here and now, I 
will never be outniggered again.”

In 1962, Wallace “out-niggered” his rivals and won. He said 
in his inaugural address, “I draw the line in the dust and toss 
the gauntlet before the feet of tyranny, and I say segregation 
now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever.” In January 
1963, he personally blocked the doorway of the University of 
Alabama registration hall to prevent two African Americans 
from entering. His defiance was symbolic—a “media event” 
staged for the cameras. Wallace stepped aside when he was 
confronted by an assistant attorney general, federal marshals, 
and national guardsmen. But it was enough to transform the 
obscure first-term governor into the undisputed leader of 
the South’s “segregation forever” forces.

The March on Washington
Later in 1963, Kennedy faced a threat of social disruption 
from King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference. King, 
Bayard Rustin of CORE, labor leader A. Philip  Randolph, and 

their white supporters were organizing a massive civil rights 
“March on Washington” in August. Kennedy feared there 
would be a riot that would dwarf Little Rock and Oxford. He 
and his brother Robert pleaded with King to let the segrega-
tionist turmoil subside before demonstrating. In return for 
canceling the march, Kennedy would send a comprehensive 
civil rights bill to Congress. He reminded King that, in 1941, 
Randolph had accommodated President Roosevelt’s request 
that he cancel a protest march whence the president issued 
Executive Order 8802 prohibiting companies with govern-
ment defense contracts to discriminate against blacks when 
hiring workers.

King wobbled but, in the end, he refused to budge. In part, 
he did not trust the Kennedys. More important, Roosevelt 
had been able to deliver an executive order in 1941. Kennedy 
was having trouble getting any legislation through Congress. 
His support could not guarantee passage of even a watered-
down civil rights bill. In the meantime, the momentum gen-
erated by the march would be lost. King assured the president 
that the demonstration was aimed not at him but at winning 
the sympathy of the American people. It would be peaceful.

As many as 200,000 people, white and black, followed King 
through the streets of Washington to the Lincoln Memorial 
where he delivered what is considered his greatest sermon. “I 
have a dream today,” he began,

I have a dream today that one day . . . little black boys 
and black girls will be able to join hands with little white 
boys and white girls and walk together as sisters and 
brothers. . . . When we let freedom ring, when we let it 
ring from every village and every hamlet, from every 
state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day 
when all of God’s children, black men and white men, 
Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able 
to join hands and sing, in the words of that old Negro 
spiritual, “Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, 
we are free at last!”

The march was orderly and King made it clear that he con-
sidered the administration a friend of civil rights, not an ad-
versary. Kennedy reciprocated by endorsing a sweeping civil 
rights bill to be debated in Congress in 1964.

THE CIVIL RIGHTS REVOLUTION
Even when southern racial hostilities were burning at their 
hottest, some sociologists, novelists, and other intellectuals 
suggested that once the Jim Crow laws were gone and racial 
terrorism quashed, human relationships between white and 
black southerners would be healthier than black-white rela-
tions in the North.

Southerners, they pointed out, had been living side by side 
for two and a half centuries. They had nowhere been equal, 
but they had dealt with one another daily on a personal, in-
timate level. Despite the twentieth-century color line, they 
continued to do so because few southerners lived in big cit-
ies. Of the twenty largest American cities in 1960, only New 
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Orleans was in the South and, with its cosmopolitan heri-
tage, was not truly southern. Most southerners lived in the 
country, in crossroads villages, railroad whistlestops, and in 
towns where strict residential segregation was impossible to 
enforce. Whites and blacks lived on the same streets, trundled 
in and out of the same shops, loitered on the same squares, 
courthouse steps, and at the same depots. Until puberty, chil-
dren of both races played together; only in increments did 
they learn the meaning of race.

Race in the North
By way of contrast, few African Americans had lived in the 
North until after about 1910. When emigrants from the South 
arrived in large numbers, they clustered in the “colored sections” 
of big cities that were soon self-contained and impenetrable to 
whites. When black ghettos grew, sprawling into and absorbing 
formerly white neighborhoods, the result was chronic tension 
and ructions between white and black youths.

In Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Detroit, Chicago, 
men and women of both races commuted to work in the same 
buses and subways; they punched the same time clocks; tended 
machines side by side; loaded and unloaded freight on trains 
and trucks; and competed for a variety of unskilled and semi-
skilled jobs. At the end of the day, however, they scattered to 
single-race neighborhoods where their personal associations 
were exclusively white or African American and their social 
and cultural lives were not merely segregated but hermetically 
sealed from the social and cultural lives of the other race.

The impersonality of big city life was redoubled when rela-
tionships involved people of different races. One observer sug-
gested that a black teenager in a small southern town hesitated 
less about asking a white woman tending her tomato plants for 
a glass of cold water than a thirsty African American boy in a 
northern city would before asking a white man washing his car 
for a drink from his garden hose. Once civil inequality and Jim 
Crow were abolished in the South, the argument went, interra-
cial relations would be vastly better in the South than between 
the “two nations” of the northern cities.

The Southerner Who Ended Segregation
President Kennedy did not live to see his civil rights bill en-
acted by Congress or, voted down. When he was murdered 
in 1963, the task of shepherding it through Congress fell to 
Lyndon B. Johnson who seized on the project with an ardor 
that stunned both his former southern colleagues in the Sen-
ate and civil rights movement leaders.

Not that Johnson had ever been a rabid segregationist. 
Like most Texas politicians, he was more westerner than 
southerner. He sported cowboy boots and broad-brimmed 
John B. Stetson hats, not the rumpled white linen suit of the 
stereotyped southern senator. Before he developed ambi-
tions for national office, he “voted southern” on bills involv-
ing race—that was a prerequisite of being a politician in the 
South—but he never made segregation his issue.

Personally, Johnson had long disliked Jim Crow. “I’ll tell 
you what’s at the bottom of it,” he said privately. “If you 
can convince the lowest white man he’s better than the best 
 colored man, he won’t notice you’re picking his pocket. Hell, 

give him somebody to look down on, and he’ll empty his 
pockets for you.” Again privately, he said of a militant rac-
ist Senator from Mississippi, “Jim Eastland could be stand-
ing right in the middle of the worst Mississippi flood ever 
known, and he’d say that the niggers caused it, helped out 
some by the Communists.”

A Revolution in Civil Rights
The national outpouring of grief following Kennedy’s mur-
der provided Johnson a major boost in winning over con-
gressmen and senators who had been sitting on the fence 
on civil rights. His years of deal making in the Senate with 
Republican leader Everett Dirksen enabled him to win the 
support of twenty-seven of thirty-fi ve Republican senators 
for what became the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Industrious 
Democratic liberals like Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota 
and Mike Mansfi eld of Montana overcame a southern fi li-
buster and other parliamentary obstacles to the bill.

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 definitively ended segregation 
in public schools and pulled down the “white” and “colored” 
signs that had been a part of southern life for more than half 
a century. It created a Fair Employment Practices Commis-
sion to end a yawning gap in joblessness between whites and 
blacks in the North as well as the South.

Johnson understood that, by passing the Civil Rights Act, 
the Democratic party was losing the votes of the South for, 
he said, “a generation.” An entirely new southern Demo-
cratic party had to be pieced together by guaranteeing that 
southern blacks could vote. In some southern states, at least, 
a bloc Democratic vote by African Americans plus southern 
white moderates might salvage the party. However, a SNCC 
voter registration drive in Mississippi during the summer of 
1964—“Freedom Summer”—was a complete flop when Af-
rican American farmers told the northern college students 
who canvassed them that trying to vote was not worth risk-
ing their lives. White racists in the little town of Philadelphia, 
Mississippi, underscored their argument when they mur-
dered three northern civil rights workers.

So, LBJ threw his influence behind the Voting Rights Act 
of 1965. It provided for federal supervision of voter registra-
tion and elections in congressional districts in which less than 
50 percent of eligible voters were actually registered. The law 
eliminated decades-old techniques for disenfranchising blacks.

These acts were revolutionary. In just two years, they insti-
tutionalized every demand that civil rights agitators had been 
making for decades. They should have earned Johnson a cen-
tral niche in any African American pantheon of benefactors.

But Johnson’s achievement earned him nothing of the 
kind. By 1968 (after yet a third law aimed at improving life 
for African Americans the Fair Housing Act of 1968) LBJ had 
little mass support among blacks, and he was demonized by 
many of the white middle-class liberals whose programs he 
had helped make law as part of his “Great Society.”

The big reason for his failure was a military conflict in 
Southeast Asia that Johnson transformed into a major war 
from which he could not extricate the United States. Even 
Martin Luther King abandoned the president on the issue 
of the Vietnam War. Moreover, beginning in 1968, Johnson’s 



Democratic party began to lose the support of large numbers 
of northern white ethnic working-class men and women who 
had voted Democratic for half a century. They were alienated 
by what they saw as the party’s coddling of African Ameri-
cans while neglecting of their interests. The most stinging 
betrayal was the rejection of Martin Luther King’s dream of 
a color-blind society by young urban blacks in the North and 
even African American university intellectuals.

BLACK SEPARATISM
Since slavery times, some African Americans had concluded 
that the two races could never live side by side as equals. The 
few thousand free blacks who sailed to Liberia before the Civil 
War believed that escaping the United States was their only 
hope of living full lives. During the 1910s and early 1920’s, 
Marcus Garvey’s United Negro Improvement Association 
(UNIA) had rallied tens of thousands of northern blacks 
around the slogan “Back to Africa” and “self-help” programs, 
founding black-owned businesses, patronizing them, and 
having as little to do with whites as was possible.

The Black Muslims
Garvey’s UNIA was nonsectarian. Blacks of all religious faiths 
were welcomed as members. Garvey himself was a Roman 
Catholic. Contemporary with Garveyism, however, several 
smaller “separationist” movements claiming to be Muslim 
germinated in the ghettos of several northern cities and, in a 
modest way, fl ourished.

The Nation of Islam was proclaimed in Detroit in 1930 
by Wallace D. Fard who had been a disciple of the “Noble 
Prophet” Drew Ali (Timothy Drew), whose Moorish Science 
Temples of America had been founded in 1913. Drew rejected 
the term “Negro”; African Americans, he said, were properly 
called “Moors.” His followers wore fezzes and claimed to be 
Muslims, which was the black man’s religion.

In 1929, Drew was arrested as an accomplice in the mur-
der of a rival Moor. While out on bail awaiting trial, he died 
under suspicious circumstances. (His followers insisted that 

he too had been murdered.) The next year, Fard emerged 
from the wreckage of the Moors to proclaim the Nation 
of Islam (the Nation)—or “Black Muslims.” Of mysterious 
background—he concealed his past—Fard had a mind as 
fertile as that of Joseph Smith, the founder of Mormonism. 
He layered the Black Muslim credo with an unfounded but 
inspiring history of the races in which civilized and virtuous 
black people had been forced into subjection by “white dev-
ils.” In 1934, Fard simply disappeared, very likely murdered. 
His successor as the head of the Black Muslims, Elijah Poole, 
who called himself Elijah Muhammed, said that Fard was 
God and had returned to his heavenly home.

Elijah Muhammed’s religion was only selectively Muslim. 
He taught the subordination of women to men, forbade 
drinking alcohol and eating of pork, and so on. Other doc-
trines were at odds with Islamic orthodoxy. Elijah’s teach-
ing that Islam was exclusively for blacks contradicted the 
 Muslim rejection of all racial distinctions. His claim to be 
God’s prophet was blasphemous; Islam maintained that 
 Mohammed was the final prophet, the last human being 
through whom God spoke.

Elijah cared nothing for what Islamic scholars said. (And  
few of them took notice of the Black Muslims.) The Nation 
of Islam, although small in numbers, was a going concern in 
Detroit and other northern cities.

W. D. Fard
In the only known photograph of him, the founder of the 
Nation of Islam looks like the last man who might have 
preached that white people were devils. His complexion was 
fair, his features Caucasian. Fard said that he was born in 
Mecca and had a degree from Oxford and spoke seventeen 
languages. One researcher says that he was born to mulatto 
or Indian parents in North Carolina in 1877. Another says that 
he was born in 1891 (a more likely date) but in New Zealand 
to a white mother and a Pakistani father. No one knows.

Fard’s end was as mysterious as his origins. One day in 1934 
he was going about his usual routine; the next day he had 
vanished. The police were stumped although they suspected 
that he had been murdered like his patron, Timothy Drew.

Marketing Malcolm
In 1991, a motion picture biography of Malcolm X was 
an immense critical and commercial success. Like the 
producers of animated children’s movies who have dolls 
and figurines of the characters in the film ready for sale 
on opening day, franchisers were prepared with Malcolm 
X baseball hats, X T-shirts, X coffee mugs, X brand potato 
chips (“We dedicate this product to the concept of X”), even 
X air fresheners for automobiles (“this is the lowest-priced 
item for Afro-Americans to show their support”). Warner 
Brothers, which distributed the film, responded to complaints 
that Malcolm X was being cheapened with: “The last thing 
we want is a poor product dragging down the image of 
Malcolm X.”

Malcolm X
During World War II, Elijah Muhammed was imprisoned for 
telling blacks not to serve in the armed forces. He discovered 
that penitentiaries were prime recruiting grounds for the Na-
tion and, several years after the war, the Black Muslims made 
a jailhouse convert who transformed the organization from a 
tiny fringe group to a major force among northern blacks.

Malcolm Little—or “Malcolm X” as he began to call him-
self—was a powerful preacher. Rising quickly to be  Elijah’s 
chief aide, he won converts by the thousand. In the early 
1960s, he enriched the Nation’s treasury by collecting big 
speakers’ fees and donations from romantic white  university 
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students who were thrilled by his militant condemnations of 
white America.

Malcolm rejected Martin Luther King’s call for blacks to 
integrate into American society. Instead, they should sepa-
rate from whites and glory in their blackness. Young African 
American northerners who took no interest in Malcolm’s Is-
lamic religion (in which he sincerely believed) were captivated 
by the pride and defiance he represented. One disciple was 
Stokely Carmichael of the Student Non-Violent  Coordinating 
 Committee who said in 1966, “If we are to proceed toward true 
liberation, we must cut ourselves off from white people.”

In 1965, Elijah Muhammed and Malcolm X had a falling 
out. Malcolm had idolized the Prophet. When he discovered 
that Elijah was a racketeer and sexually exploiting Black Mus-
lim women, he left the Nation. Not long after his departure, 
he was gunned down by Nation thugs.

Malcolm preached self-defense, never aggressive violence. 
However, his rhetoric glorying in conflict appealed to former 
civil rights workers who had been beaten by police.  Hubert 
Geroid “H. Rap” Brown, from SNCC like  Carmichael, pro-
claimed as his motto, “Burn, Baby, Burn.” When, in 1966, 
James Meredith, who had integrated the University of 

 Mississippi four years earlier, was shot during a one-man 
“march against fear” from Memphis to Jackson, Stokely Car-
michael took charge of thousands of supporters whom he 
soon had shouting as they walked, “Black Power!”

THE END OF AN ERA
LBJ’s “Great Society” and Martin Luther King’s “dream” were 
blueprints for a future in which a person’s race was not a bur-
den. “Black Power” was a slogan that, after it was shouted, led 
nowhere but to shouting it again. Nevertheless, its instanta-
neous popularity among young urban blacks marked an end 
to King’s previously unchallenged status as black America’s 
spokesman. The SCLC continued to politic and demonstrate. 
However, black powerites increasingly denounced him as an 
“Uncle Tom,” a pious, deferential front man of “The Man,” 
white America. King himself was mystifi ed. Rather than crit-
icizing Carmichael and Brown for their lack of a program 
and reckless encouragement of violence, he tried to accom-
modate them. So did Bayard Rustin who had been preach-
ing pacifi sm and racial brotherhood before the black power 
generation was born.

Black Power
“Black Power” destroyed SNCC, the student wing of the 
SCLC. Carmichael and Brown expelled its white members. 
The organization disappeared when its treasury was depleted. 
Some civil rights leaders like the Rev. Jesse Jackson (an aide 
to King) and African American intellectuals like sociologist 
Charles Hamilton tried to give “black power” substance and 
respectability by saying that it meant nothing more than 
ethnic pressure politics in the time-honored American tra-
dition: African Americans demanded concessions on issues 
important to them as the price of delivering a bloc vote on 
election day. But that, of course, was not what black power-
ites like Carmichael and Brown, who considered themselves 
revolutionaries, had in mind.

To a few black nationalists in the Marcus Garvey tradition, 
black power was a demand for a geographical separation of the 
races, setting aside part of the United States as a black nation. 
(One group specified Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi.)

In Oakland, California, African American teenagers and 
college students formed the Black Panther Party for Self-
Defense. The Panthers entered candidates in local  elections, 
formed an alliance with the small Peace and Freedom party, 
and won favorable publicity by setting up a lunch pro-
gram for black schoolchildren. The Black Panthers were 
best known for carrying shotguns and hunting rifles while, 
dressed in black shirts, trousers, berets, and boots, they “pa-
trolled” Oakland’s streets. The inevitable consequence of the 
adolescent posturing was the determination of the police to 
smash the organization.

To the great majority of African Americans who embraced 
the slogan, black power meant little more than dressing up 
in dashikis (colorful West African blouses), affecting a “natu-
ral” hair style called the “Afro,” and shunning friendships and 
even casual social relationships with whites. In universities, 
the self-enforced segregation of African American students 

Malcolm X made more converts to the Black Muslims in a few years 
than Elijah Muhammed had made in two decades. He was also an 
excellent fund raiser, earning large fees for lectures at universities where 
he was popular among radical and liberal students for his message 
of defiance of whites (and even because he freely insulted his white 
audiences).
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and faculty—choosing the isolation that Oklahoma had 
forced on George McLaurin—undoubtedly set back King’s 
color-blind society by decades.

Riots
Some black powerites claimed responsibility for African 
American riots that rocked northern cities during the later 
1960s. In fact, the violence began in Philadelphia and Roch-
ester, New York, in 1964 before the slogan had been coined. 
Every summer, there was violence somewhere. In 1965, the 
black Watts area of Los Angeles was chaos for days, leaving 
34 people dead, more than 1,000 seriously injured, and block 
after block of homes and businesses burned to the ground.

The summers of 1966 and 1967 were worse with uprisings 
in Cleveland, Detroit, Hunter’s Point in San Francisco, Omaha, 
Newark, New York, Chicago, and Washington, where the smell 
of incinerated buildings hung over Capitol Hill for weeks.

The riots of the 1960s were not “race riots.” They did not 
pit black mobs against white mobs. They were spontaneous 
outbursts of rage and opportunist that were contained in areas 
that were almost entirely African American in population. The 
most common immediate cause of the uprisings was an ar-
rest on the streets—almost always by white policemen. One 

riot began with a heated argument between white and black 
drivers involved in an automobile accident. The Omaha riot 
began when teenagers—for whatever reason teenagers do such 
things—pelted racially mixed Jehovah’s Witnesses with stones.

In almost every case, the rioters’ first targets were stores 
and shops, which were looted and then set aflame. African 
American merchants rushed to their businesses and painted 
“black owned” or “soul brother” in the display windows. 
At first, the mobs seemed to pass them by, but many were 
 destroyed by fires that firemen were unable to control when 
they were attacked by rioters.

The Kerner Commission, appointed by LBJ in 1968 to 
explain the violence, found that the riots were the result of 
inarticulate rage caused by the chronic poverty of the black 
ghettos (thus the looting), poor housing, the fact that so high 
a percentage of African American households were without 
male heads (most of the rioters were teenagers and young 
men), police arrogance and brutality in dealing with blacks, 
and criminal opportunism.

Finis
Early in 1968, 1,300 black employees of the Memphis Sani-
tation Department went on strike to protest the fact that, 
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“Opportunistic shopping’’: teenagers looting shops of clothing presumably for themselves. The Watts Riot of 1965 was not a 
“race riot,” white gangs battling blacks. It was an explosion of race and poverty, selective looting of shops of goods for use at 
home or for sale, then indiscriminate arson more “for the hell of it” rather than to make a political or social statement.
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during a storm, most black workers but no whites were sent 
home without pay to wait the bad weather out. The strikers 
asked Martin Luther King for moral support. In March, he 
led a march which, much to his distress, turned violent. He 
agreed to return to Memphis in April on the condition that 
the leaders of the strike guarantee nonviolence.

There had been more than the usual deaththreats and in a 
speech, “I’ve Been to the Mountaintop,” King seemed to have 
a premonition that the end was near.

Well, I don’t know what will happen now; we’ve got some 
difficult days ahead. But it really doesn’t matter with me 
now, because I’ve been to the mountaintop. And I don’t 
mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life — lon-
gevity has its place. But I’m not concerned about that 
now. I just want to do God’s will. And He’s allowed me 
to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over, and I’ve 

seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you. But 
I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people will get 
to the Promised Land. And so I’m happy tonight; I’m not 
worried about anything; I’m not fearing any man. Mine 
eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.

On April 4, while standing on the balcony of his motel room, 
he was killed instantly by a sniper. Riots erupted in more 
than a hundred cities. When they abated, the momentous era 
of a revolution in civil rights was over.

A ne’er-do-well drifter, James Earl Ray, was arrested and 
convicted of King’s murder. But there were many more holes 
in the official account that King was killed by a “lone gun-
man” than there were in the Warren Commission’s find-
ings in the murder of President Kennedy. King’s own family 
 remained convinced that there was a conspiracy behind his 
assassination.
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L
yndon Baines Johnson (LBJ) rendered a greater 
service to African Americans than any other presi-
dent except Abraham Lincoln. In addition to the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 
1965, and the Fair Housing Act of 1968, many of 

the programs of his “Great Society” (the name LBJ gave to his 
program) benefited African Americans disproportionately 
because they were aimed at helping the nation’s poor and 
blacks were disproportionately poor.

And yet, at commemorations of the revolution in the lives 
of African Americans in the twenty-first century, his name is 
rarely mentioned. Indeed, he was more often assailed than 
honored by African Americans and their white supporters 
even before he retired from the presidency in 1969. There was 
the rash of riots in black neighborhoods in 1967–1968. The 
Great Society was expensive and many of its programs were 
failures, hurriedly conceptualized and wastefully adminis-
tered. And most of all there was Johnson’s prosecution of an 
increasingly unpopular war in Vietnam, which turned against 
him the very people—white and black—to whom the presi-
dent had dedicated himself to helping.

LYNDON B. JOHNSON
John F. Kennedy’s Washington, bustling with young intel-
lectuals brimming with ideas, was a different city than the 
somewhat torpid capital over which Ike presided. Vice Presi-
dent Lyndon B. Johnson would have been quite at home with 

the action had JF Kennedy and his brother assigned him a 
greater role to play in it. But they did not, and Johnson was 
not comfortable mixing socially with the sophisticated east-
erners of the New Frontier when they condescended to chat 
with him at receptions and banquets. He knew that when his 
back was turned, they mocked his Texas drawl, unfashion-
ably cut business suits, and hand-tooled cowboy boots.

Essence of Politician
Kennedy had grown up rich, privileged, and self-confi dent. 
He was a proper Bostonian despite his Catholic religion and 
the fact that the family fortune was new money amassed 
by dubious means. (JFK’s father, Joseph Kennedy, made his 
money in not quite respectable Hollywood during the 1920s 
and from liquor bootlegged from Great Britain.) Never-
theless, the Kennedy brothers and sisters attended the best 
schools and were introduced when young to the elite in both 
Washington and London.

Johnson’s family was not poor, as he sometimes pretended, 
but his father was unpretentious and provincial, a middling 
rancher and opportunist in the hill country of central Texas. 
LBJ went to public schools and had to pay his own way 
through teacher’s college, dropping out for a year when he 
ran short of money. He taught school for several years but, by 
1930, he was irresistibly drawn to Texas state politics which 
were notoriously tumultuous. In 1931—the depths of the 
depression—he went to Washington as a congressman’s aide 
and became a devotee of Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New 

Chapter 48

Lyndon Johnson’s 
Great Society
Reform, War, Disgrace 1961–1968

We have a problem in making our power credible, and Vietnam is the place.
—John F. Kennedy

The battle against Communism must be joined in Southeast Asia with strength and 
determination.

—Lyndon B. Johnson
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Deal. His faith in the federal government’s spending power 
as a means of shaping society for the better never wavered.

Johnson got lucky when fellow Texan Sam Rayburn, a 
major player in the House of Representatives, took a shine to 
him. With Rayburn’s help, Johnson was elected to Congress 
in 1936. Except for a brief stint in the navy during World War 
II, he remained there until 1948 when he won a Senate seat by 
so narrow a margin of controversial votes that Texas Demo-
crats, mostly in good humor, called him “Landslide Lyndon.” 
Texas politicians had been called worse. Johnson shrugged 
and became the voice in the Senate for Sam  Rayburn, who 
was now Speaker of the House. By 1955, Johnson was the 
Senate’s majority leader.

The “Johnson Treatment”
He was as deft a herder of Democrats (and persuader of Re-
publicans) as Rayburn was. He put together majorities in the 
Senate by administering large doses of homey Texas charm, 
cutting deals with senators who had pet projects designed 
to bring federal money to their states, and, when necessary, 
Johnson knew how to twist a colleague’s arm without break-
ing it. Some said that Johnson “had something” on as many 
senators as FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover did. That was not 
true, but the fact that many believed it was an indication of 
Johnson’s effectiveness.

The vice presidency declawed Johnson. Outside of the Sen-
ate, he had no bait to dangle in front of foot-dragging sena-
tors to persuade them to support Kennedy’s New Frontier.

JFK’s assassination empowered Johnson anew. As the pres-
ident of a grief-stricken nation, he was able to push several of 
Kennedy’s stalled initiatives on reluctant senators and con-
gressmen as memorials to the dead president. The Economic 
Opportunity Act of1964 created VISTA (Volunteers in Service 
to America), which sent amateur social workers into econom-
ically distressed rural and urban areas; “Head Start” programs 
to remedy educational deficiencies among poor, preschool 
children. The Wilderness Preservation Act closed 9.1  million 
acres of federal land to both economic  exploitation and 

1963 19681964 1965 1966 1967 1969

Escalation and Frustration in Vietnam 1963–1969

Dec 1964 23,000 soldiers in Vietnam

Oct 1965 Antiwar demonstrations in ninety cities
Dec 1965 200,000 troops in Vietnam

Dec 1966 400,000 troops in Vietnam

Jan 1968 Tet Offensive

Aug 1964 Gulf of Tonkin Resolution authorizes war

1963-1969 Lyndon B. Johnson president; 16,000 “advisers” in Vietnam

President Johnson announces his retirement  Dec 1968

500,000 troops in Vietnam  Dec 1967
Massive antiwar demonstrations in New York and San Francisco  April 1967

Lyndon B. Johnson. He was pure politician. Aside from his wife and 
daughters, he was keenly interested in nothing else. Aside from riding 
on his ranch when he vacationed there, he had no hobbies. He had 
ideals. Personally, he was more sincerely concerned to improve life for 
the deprived than any other president. And he knew how to get things 
done when he had the power or, at least, he thought he did. But the pit 
he dug for himself in Vietnam and the blind thoughtlessness of many of 
those who owed him big ruined his presidency and his reputation since.

Re
pr

od
uc

ed
 fr

om
 th

e 
Co

lle
ct

io
ns

 o
f t

he
 L

ib
ra

ry
 o

f C
on

gr
es

s,
 P

rin
ts

 a
nd

 P
ho

to
gr

ap
hs

 D
iv

is
io

n,
 W

as
hi

ng
to

n 
DC

 [L
C-

U9
1-

24
2-

2 
].



 intensive recreational development. In valuing wilderness for 
its wildness, Johnson expanded the concept of preservation 
beyond Theodore Roosevelt’s imaginings.

Johnson’s greatest achievement before he stood for elec-
tion in 1964 was the Civil Rights Act. It was Kennedy’s bill but 
seemed hopelessly stalled in November 1963. Johnson himself 
had a tough time out-maneuvering southern segregationists 
and Republican conservatives like Senator Barry Goldwater of 
Arizona. But his years making deals in the Senate gave him 
leverage that Kennedy, never a Senate wheeler-dealer, lacked.

1964
In 1964, the Democratic convention met in Atlantic City, 
New Jersey. It was an unusual choice. Atlantic City was a de-
cayed seashore resort. The surf had reclaimed most of a once 
broad beach; formerly fashionable hotels had declined into 
dingy obsolete hulks, some with toilets and bath tubs still 
“at the end the hall.” The celebrated boardwalk was seedier, 
dirtier than most big city streets. Two blocks inland slum 
housing and a “high-crime zone” extended for 2 miles. By 
meeting there the Democrats were making a statement that 
Johnson’s Great Society meant to attack poverty in America 
where it was worst. The extent of poverty had been dramati-
cally revealed in a surprising best seller of 1962, The Other 
America by former socialist Michael Harrington.

The Atlantic City convention promised to be dull. There 
would be no surprises in the platform; Johnson would be 
nominated by acclamation. The only question for reporters 
to blather about endlessly was LBJ’s choice of a running mate. 
Would he, despite well-founded gossip that he and Robert F. 
Kennedy despised one another, select “Bobby.” He would not. 
Johnson did not need a Kennedy on the ticket to carry the 
Northeast. Johnson pleased the liberal wing of the party by 
picking Senator Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota who had 
been instrumental in pushing the Civil Rights Act through, 
and who, at the convention, tried to work out a compromise 
between two delegations claiming to represent the state of 
Mississippi: the regular white supremacy party and the ra-
cially integrated Freedom Democrats.

The Birthing of Women’s Lib
Just about the only news that enlivened newspaper and tele-
vision coverage of the convention was an apparently frivo-
lous demonstration that had little to do with Johnson or the 
party. On the boardwalk outside the convention hall, a group 
of women calling themselves the Women’s Liberation Front 
staged an act of political theatre aimed at, they said, the de-
humanization of women in American society.

Atlantic City—the convention hall—was home to the 
annual Miss America Pageant. Begun fifty years earlier as 
a promotional stunt to extend the resort’s summer season 
into September, the annual selection and coronation of Miss 
America had evolved into a lavish show and, more remark-
ably, a respected national institution. Each year, a large tele-
vision audience watched fifty young women in a swimsuit 

competition, an evening gown competition, and a demon-
stration of a talent which could be anything from singing a 
Puccini aria to folding origami birds.

The “Women’s Libbers” (as they were immediately dubbed) 
said that the pageant demeaned women as a sex by elevating 
as society’s ideal “Miss,” an automaton with a forced, fro-
zen smile who looked best in a prom gown and a swimsuit. 
Miss America was not a person, but a “sex object.” To ensure 
that journalists gathered around to hear their message, the 
 Libbers built a small bonfire in a barrel, removed their bras-
sieres from under their blouses, and ceremonially burned 
them. Brassieres, they explained, were just one way men de-
humanized women by making fetishes of their breasts.

The reasoning was murky. Miss America contestants were 
“beauty objects” surely enough, but they were also virtually 
nonsexual under the rules and according to the customs 
under which they presented themselves. (Contestants signed 
documents certifying that they were virgins.) Brassieres had 
been invented not to sexualize breasts but for the comfort 
of large-busted women. But the theatre was titillating; the 
boardwalk demonstration attracted plenty of attention. Few 
recognized it at the time but, along with the publication of 
Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique the previous year, the 
“bra burners” were launching a social-political movement 

1964 785

A “proto-feminist” on the Atlantic city boardwalk in 1964. Burning 
brassieres as indication of gender liberties never made much sense 
and feminists soon abandoned it. But the “women’s  lib” movement 
mushroomed.
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expressing the discontent with the lives of a large proportion 
of middle- and upper-class women.

The John Birch Society
In 1964, however, the most dynamic political movement in 
the United States was the John Birch Society, founded six years 
earlier by a candy manufacturer, Robert Welch. “Bircher” 
politics were familiar enough. They were anti-Communist, 
anti-liberal, anti-big government, anti-taxes, anti-New Deal, 
and tacitly anti-civil rights. The society was unique in that 
its members’ mentality was not political but apocalyptic. 
Birchers thought of themselves as recruiting sergeants for 
the army of righteousness that would very soon be confront-
ing the forces of evil in the fi nal struggle at Armageddon. 
Democrats (and many Republicans!) were not political rivals 
to be voted into obscurity. They were dupes—their leaders 
knowing agents—of international communism, which was 
directed by a “furtive conspiratorial cabal of international-
ists, greedy bankers, and corrupt politicians” bent on a “one 
world government.”

There was no time to lose. To Birchers, Communists al-
ready dominated most national governments. The society 
published graphs showing France as 85 percent Communist, 
Bolivia 92 percent Communist, and so on. The State Depart-
ment and mainstream Protestant churches were arms of the 

conspiracy. President Eisenhower, Robert Welch wrote, had 
been “knowingly receiving and abiding by Communist or-
ders, and consciously serving the Communist conspiracy, for 
all his adult life.”

Political Missionaries
This kind of lunacy is usually associated with cultists in white 
robes holed up in the wilderness. After about 1960, however, 
the Birch Society grew rapidly, especially among lower-
middle-class whites. The Birchers were tireless missionaries. 
They preached endlessly to friends until they made converts 
or were told to go away and not come back. They spoke to 
church groups and lodges. The society fl ooded the post of-
fi ce with mass mailings, erected billboards festooned with 
American fl ags, and sponsored dozens of radio programs.

Local chapters rented storefronts and failed roadhouses, 
turning them into “reading rooms” where the walls were 
papered with posters and the tables stacked with books and 
pamphlets. Curious visitors were cornered in easy chairs 
while reading room librarians hammered home their mes-
sage until they had another signed membership card. By 
1964, the Society claimed more than 600,000 members, 
about a quarter of them in southern California. A book by 
a Bircher, John A. Stormer, None Dare Call It Treason, pub-
lished in 1964, sold 7 million copies.

A famous Democratic party television “spot” commercial of 1964. With no voice-over, a little girl counted down from ten to zero while 
plucking petals from a daisy. When she plucked the last petal, her image was obliterated by a nuclear blast and a mushroom cloud. It was 
a brilliant, unsubtle way to remind voters of Republican candidate Barry Goldwater’s sometimes reckless statements about destroying 
Communism once and for all—without contending with the nuances of what he had actually said—which is what television commercials
are all about. The ad enraged Republicans so that the Democrats withdrew it. They had scored their points. The ongoing discussion of the 
commercial served the party’s purpose as well as repeated showings would have done and at no cost.
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The society was a tightly disciplined party within the Re-
publican party and meant to capture it in 1964. The Birchers’ 
candidate was Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona, who had 
succeeded Robert A. Taft as the leader of Republican con-
servatives in Congress. Goldwater was not a member, but he 
concluded early on in his quest for the Republican nomina-
tion that the Birchers were his political storm troopers. He 
needed them to put him across.

would push the red button launching a nuclear holocaust in 
a crisis or even if he woke up with a hangover.

President Johnson won 61 percent of the popular vote—
still the record. The landslide swept Democrats into Congress 
from districts that had voted Republican for twenty years. 
The Democratic majority in the Senate was 68–32 and, in 
the House, 295–140.

THE GREAT SOCIETY
Johnson’s Great Society was John F. Kennedy’s New Fron-
tier and more. LBJ wanted history to remember him as the 
president who completed the reforms his idol, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, had begun before World War II. He envisioned an 
America in which “no child will go unfed and no youngster 
will go unschooled; where every child has a good teacher and 
every teacher has good pay, and both have good classrooms; 
where every human being has dignity and every worker has a 
job; where education is blind to color and employment is un-
aware of race; where decency appeals and courage abounds.”

An Avalanche of Legislation
LBJ declared a “War on Poverty” by setting up VISTA and 
the “Job Corps,” two programs directed by the Offi ce of Eco-
nomic Opportunity. VISTA was a domestic Peace Corps, vol-
unteers bringing their skills to economically stricken areas, 
the Job Corps a combination training center and employ-
ment agency for the chronically unemployed. Medicare, 
created in 1965, provided subsidized health insurance for 
people over 65 years of age. It fell far short of the govern-
ment health care programs in other wealthy countries but, 
Johnson calculated, it was the most he could wring out of 
Congress with powerful doctors’ and insurance companies 
lobbying against him.

The Johnson Congress pumped money into education 
at every level. The government underwrote cheap student 
loans, making higher education available to hundreds of 
thousands of young people from working-class families who, 
otherwise, could not have afforded it. Traditionally, college 
professors were poorly paid. Those with families commonly 
worked second jobs in the evening or during summers to 
make ends meet. Suddenly, thanks to the Great Society—in 
just two years—they found themselves banking salaries that 
launched them into the upper middle class.

Johnson appealed to the artistic community that adored 
the Kennedys by establishing the National Arts and Humani-
ties Act of 1965. It established the National Endowment for 
the Arts which made grants to museums and paid stipends 
to artists and musicians so that they could devote themselves 
entirely to their art for a year or so. His National Endowment 
for the Humanities provided similar grants to scholars.

Tears in the Fabric
Conservatives, a helpless minority in Congress, howled that 
Johnson and his liberal supporters believed that they could 
solve any and all problems simply by throwing money at 
them. There was more than a little truth in the gibe. Johnson, 

The World Turned Upside Down
Before 1965, African American voters were a significant 
political bloc only in large cities where they were 20 or 30 
percent of the population.

The Voting Rights Act changed that. Atlanta, New Orleans, 
Newark, Gary, and Detroit elected black mayors during the 
1970s. By 1984, three of the nation’s ten largest cities—
Chicago, Los Angeles, and Philadelphia—had black mayors. 
Tom Bradley of Los Angeles, a former policeman, narrowly 
missed winning the governorship of California in 1982.

Rather more astonishing, in Alabama’s gubernatorial 
election in 1982, George Wallace, the symbol of resistance 
to black equality in the 1960s, courted black voters, and—
when the totals were in and analyzed—discovered that 
he owed his victory to African Americans. Even southern 
Republicans, whose base was southern whites unreconciled 
to black equality, ceased to make appeals based on race. 
In 1982, Strom Thurmond of South Carolina, fished for votes 
addressing black audiences.

A Choice, Not an Echo
Goldwater’s weakness as a politician was his inclination, when 
he was excited, to shoot off his mouth recklessly about using 
nuclear weapons. Before 1963, few political analysts gave him 
a chance to be the Republican nominee. Then the frontrun-
ner, the popular and successful governor of New York Nelson 
Rockefeller destroyed his career when he divorced his wife of 
thirty years to marry a younger woman. By the time the 1964 
convention met, it was clear that Rockefeller’s love life had 
cost him the support of the party’s moderates. They tried 
to deny Goldwater the nomination by dragooning the drab 
Governor William Scranton of Pennsylvania into running 
but they were much too late.

The Birchers and less hysterical conservatives had a major-
ity of the delegates and nominated Goldwater as “a choice, 
not an echo” of the Democrats. Unlike most nominees cho-
sen by an extreme wing of a party, Goldwater refused to sidle 
toward the center so as to attract moderate voters. In his ac-
ceptance speech, he said that “extremism in the pursuit of 
liberty is no vice . . . moderation in the pursuit of justice is 
no virtue”—good Bircher rhetoric. Rather than balancing 
the Republican ticket by choosing a moderate as his running 
mate, he chose a congressman who shared his views.

The Goldwater campaign was doomed from the start. 
Democratic party propagandists depicted him as a man who 
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Humphrey, and the older liberals in Congress had personally 
witnessed FDR’s remaking of American society by massive 
infusions of federal money and federal supervision of eco-
nomic and social engineering projects.

However, too many Great Society bureaucracies were cre-
ated too quickly and funded too generously with too little 
federal supervision. There were simply not enough skilled 
administrators around to fill the top spots of all the new 
agencies. Indeed, the thousands of mid-level and low-level 
jobs in many programs were filled not by people capable of 
handling them but by political activists who needed a job.

The consequence was inefficiency and waste beyond the 
margin of tolerability allowed of every big bureaucracy. Petty 
corruption was common. VISTA offices were staffed with so 
many clerical workers that many had nothing to do. Officers 
in middle management treated their positions as political 
platforms. College deans, rolling in money after decades of 
paying for their own paper and pencils, ensured that the first 
beneficiaries of their suddenly bloated budgets were their 
own salaries and unnecessary administrative jobs for their 
friends.

The worst bureaucratic abuses were not obvious until 
after 1970. However, the African American riots of 1964–
1968 dramatically illustrated that Johnson’s numerous 
poverty programs failed in the cities from the start. The 
arrogant posturings of the Black Power agitators aroused the 
beginnings of an anti-Democratic “white backlash” among 
northern white working-class voters who prided themselves 
that they “pulled their own weight,” supported their families, 
paid their taxes, and patriotically supported the government 
while government dished out “welfare” to idle, irresponsible 
African Americans. Members of labor unions that had con-
trolled access to well-paid skilled jobs protested that Great 
Society nondiscrimination policies forbade them from giv-
ing their own sons preference when there were vacancies in 
their crafts. The government did not prevent multimillion-
aires from bequeathing their fortunes to their children. Was 
it fair that a Democratic government forbade a machinist 
or a member of the close-knit tug boat operators from be-
queathing their jobs to their sons in favor of other applicants, 
other whites as well as blacks?

In the end, however, it was not rioting, bloated bureau-
cracies, and white resentment of Great Society “favoritism” 
toward blacks that turned the people who benefited most 
from Lyndon Johnson’s programs, bringing him down, 
but his steady “escalation” of a small war in Vietnam into a 
major conflict which he could neither win nor extricate the 
country from.

VIETNAM! VIETNAM!
“Were there no outside world,” Theodore H. White wrote in 
1969, “Lyndon Johnson might conceivably have gone down 
as the greatest of twentieth-century presidents.” Only fi ve 
years after LBJ’s landslide victory, White knew there was no 
longer a chance of that. Most of LBJ’s most devoted aides 

also knew it—although they kept their disappointments to 
themselves.

What happened? Vietnam happened. President Johnson 
inherited an unnecessary CIA-recommended involvement in 
a minor Southeast Asian country which few Americans could 
have found on a globe and transformed it from a sideshow 
into a major war. The United States had no tangible inter-
ests in South Vietnam. The CIA instituted covert operations 
there during the later 1950s because, during Eisenhower’s 
presidency, the CIA had free rein to meddle anywhere in the 
world with only self-serving and often dishonest reports to 
the president.

A Long Way from the LBJ Ranch
Indochina—Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia—had been part of 
France’s colonial empire since 1887. There, as elsewhere, 
the French ruled through a friendly indigenous elite that 
was largely Roman Catholic in religion. During the twenti-
eth century, however, a Vietnamese nationalist movement, 
including many members of the educated elite, slowly co-
alesced. During the 1920s, a Vietnamese living in Paris, Ho 
Chi Minh, emerged as the leader in exile of the movement. 
Ho also became a Communist and lived in Russia and China 
until 1940 when he returned to Vietnam to organize a guer-
rilla army, the Viet Minh, to fi ght the Japanese who had oc-
cupied the country.

Ho thought President Roosevelt was his friend. The anti-
imperialist FDR was determined not to restore Indochina to 
the French. However, FDR was dead when, in 1945, the Japa-
nese withdrew from Vietnam, Ho and the Viet Minh pro-
claimed the Republic of Vietnam (patterning their statement 
on the Declaration of Independence), and French troops 
moved back in. Ho offered a compromise: a self-governing 
Vietnam within a French “imperial community” patterned 
on the relationship of New Zealand, Australia, South Africa, 
and Canada to Great Britain.

This was not enough for the French imperialists. They set 
up a puppet regime whence Ho and the Viet Minh retreated 
to the jungles and rice paddies and resumed the guerrilla 
war they had fought against the Japanese. During the early 
1950s, the CIA convinced President Truman and then Presi-
dent Eisenhower that Ho’s war was not a war for indepen-
dence, but a Communist uprising that had to be combated. 
The Eisenhower administration sent massive aid to the 
French but, after a decisive defeat in 1954, the French gave 
up and went home.

The conflict was settled—or so it seemed—by the 
 Geneva Accords of that year. Vietnam was partitioned at the 
 seventeenth parallel into two administrative zones. The Viet 
Minh, largely but not entirely Communist, would govern the 
northern half of the country from Hanoi; non-Communist 
nationalists headed by Ngo Dinh Diem, then in exile in the 
United States, would run the south from Saigon. In 1956—
after two years of settling down—Vietnam would hold demo-
cratic elections to determine the united country’s permanent 
government. The United States participated in the talks at 
 Geneva. However, Secretary of State Dulles refused to sign the 



agreement. It was the year of the CIA’s great successes in Iran 
and Guatemala. Dulles instructed his brother, Allen, head of 
the CIA, to institute covert operations to foil the accords.

An American Show
Ngo Dinh Diem was a CIA creation. Touted in the United 
States as “Vietnam’s George Washington,” Diem received 
$320 million in American aid just in 1955. He meant well. 
He stabilized South Vietnam but, by 1955, it was obvious to 
the CIA that he had no chance to defeat Ho Chi Minh in na-
tional elections. Diem’s anti-French credentials were as good 
as Ho’s, but he had not won the fame Ho had by fi ghting the 
Japanese and French. Moreover, he was Catholic and, there-
fore, associated by many Vietnamese with the French regime. 
Unwilling to “lose” Vietnam at the ballot box, Washington 
approved when Diem canceled the 1956 election and pro-
claimed South Vietnam an independent republic.

Had Diem not been corrupt, he might have succeeded in 
building an independent South Vietnam. The large Catholic 

minority in South Vietnam and many Buddhists feared Ho 
Chih Minh and the Communists. But Diem was blindered by 
his privileged past and the gushing praises of his influential 
American friends. He filled the top offices of his government 
with members of his large wealthy family. He squandered 
American aid intended for economic development, diverting 
more than a little to his family’s purses; he increased taxes 
on the peasantry; jailed critics; and favored Roman Catholic 
Vietnamese more blatantly than the French had.

In 1960, opposition groups, including South Vietnamese 
Communists, formed the National Liberation Front (NLF) 
and began to attack isolated patrols of Diem’s army, to mur-
der village officials and tax collectors loyal to Diem, and to 
terrorize uncooperative peasants. In parts of the country the 
NLF controlled, it set up its own officials who collected taxes 
and enforced the law.

Diem knew what the magic word was in Cold War 
Washington. He called the NLF Viet Cong—Vietnamese 
 Communists—which was only part of the truth in 1960. The 

Ho Chi Minh, the evil nemesis in the Sixties for those who believed that military victory in Vietnam was essential in the 
global battle with Communism. To some of those Americans who opposed American intervention on Vietnam, “Uncle Ho” 
was an enlightened national leader who had sought American friendship. Ironically, Ho was probably little more than a 
figurehead in the 1960s. He was in his seventies and rarely appeared in public.
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South Vietnamese lobby in the United States was assigned to 
Diem’s beautiful, intelligent, and articulate sister, “Madame 
Nhu.” The newly elected Kennedy administration was not 
enchanted by her but, while trying to get a fix on the situa-
tion in Vietnam, continued financial aid.

Kennedy’s Uncertainty
The CIA urged Kennedy to send American troops to South 
Vietnam. Allen Dulles assured him that the Viet Cong was 
weak and unpopular. The guerrillas could easily be defeated 
and driven into the North. Kennedy hesitated. Since the CIA 
had stung him with its utterly bad advice at the Bay of Pigs, 
he rightfully distrusted the agency’s integrity. He wondered 
why Diem’s 250,000 strong ARVN (Army of the Republic 
of Vietnam) could not handle 15,000 poorly equipped NLF 
guerrillas. Nevertheless, he dispatched 3,000 Green Berets, 
specialists in counterinsurgency, to Vietnam, to advise and 
train the ARVN.

The situation did not improve. The NLF steadily increased 
its territorial base and began to launch raids deep within 
areas Diem controlled. Kennedy sent soldiers to defend the 
Green Beret bases and other American facilities. By the fall 
of 1963, there were 16,000 American soldiers in South Viet-
nam. Each time the CIA and army called for more, Kennedy 
refused. He told them that the intervention in Vietnam was 
like “taking a drink. The effect wears off, and you have to take 
another.” He told his closest aides that he was going to sig-
nal his determination to get out of the country by bringing 
home 1,000 soldiers in December 1963 and, with luck, with-
draw the entire American contingent after he was reelected 
in November 1964.

Kennedy still had hopes for an independent, pro-
American South Vietnam, but he had given up on Diem 
because of the regime’s military impotence and the wide-
spread corruption in the government. When anti-Diem pro-
tests in Saigon threatened to throw the city into anarchy, he 
gave the go-ahead (through intermediaries) to several ARVN 
generals who wanted to depose Diem. Kennedy insisted that 
Diem not be harmed. He ordered a plane readied to fly Diem 
and his family to exile in the United States and ordered the 
generals to drive the Diems to it as soon as they were in cus-
tody. Instead, the rebels viciously slaughtered Diem’s entire 
inner circle. Kennedy was visibly shaken when he heard the 
news. A month later, Kennedy was dead.

MR. JOHNSON’S WAR
Like Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson seemed to want out of the 
mess in Vietnam. He agreed to the modest increase in Ameri-
can military presence that Kennedy had turned down, but 
he quietly offered economic aid to North Vietnam in return 
for opening peace talks. The North Vietnamese replied that 
they could not speak for the NLF. This was partially but not 
entirely true. The NLF or Viet Cong was still a movement of 
South Vietnamese but, by 1964, it wholly depended on arms 
and other supplies from North Vietnam. Ho Chi Minh could 

have forced the NLF to the negotiations table by cutting off 
that aid. But he did not and, riding high in early 1964, the 
NLF refused to talk until after the United States had with-
drawn all its troops from the country.

Dominoes and the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution
This Johnson could not possibly do with an election pitting 
himself against the militaristic Goldwater looming. He be-
lieved that without the American military backup, the ARVN 
would collapse and the NLF, joined by North Vietnamese 
troops, would quickly overrun the South. He was determined 
not to be the fi rst Cold War president to see “international 
Communism” expand.

Johnson subscribed to what President Eisenhower had called 
the “domino theory.” Eisenhower said that if South  Vietnam 
went Communist, the other nations of Southeast Asia—
 Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Burma, even  Malaysia 
and Indonesia—would topple like a row of dominoes standing 
on end. “You knock over the first one”—South  Vietnam—“and 
what will happen to the last one is the certainty that it will go 
over very quickly.” Why this was inevitable was never explained, 
but it became an axiom of American policy.

In August 1964, a few months before the election, LBJ was 
informed that North Vietnamese patrol boats had fired on 
American destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin. It is not certain to 
this day if the incident actually occurred. In any case, Johnson 
had already prepared what came to be called the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution. It gave him congressional authority “to take all nec-
essary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of 
the United States and to prevent future aggression.”

Only two senators voted against the resolution, Wayne 
Morse of Oregon, a lifelong maverick, and Ernest Gruening of 
Alaska. Gruening said that he would not vote for “a predated 
declaration of war.” Indeed, Johnson used the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution to transform a still minor civil conflict in Vietnam 
into a major war. By the end of 1964, the American military 
contingent in South Vietnam increased to 23,000 men.

Escalation
In February 1965, the Viet Cong attacked an American base 
near Pleiku. Johnson responded by sending over 3,500 ma-
rines, the fi rst Americans in Vietnam identifi ed as combat 
troops. In April, 20,000 more arrived and, in regular incre-
ments, more and more men. By the end of 1965 there were 
200,000 American fi ghting men in South Vietnam, a huge 
army by any standard. And it doubled in size by the end of 
1966 and reached 500,000 by the end of 1967.

Between 1965 and 1968, the air force bombed bridges, 
factories, and military installations in North Vietnam. To 
deprive the Viet Cong (and, by now, North Vietnamese sol-
diers) of cover in the jungle that covered much of the coun-
try, planes sprayed defoliants over tens of thousands of acres, 
killing trees, underbrush, and crops. The idea was to make 
it possible for American soldiers to carry out search-and-
 destroy missions against the no longer concealed enemy.



Johnson’s policy of step-by-step increases in the scope of 
the war was called “escalation.” The object was to demon-
strate to the enemy that every aggression would be met by 
an increase in technologically superior American military 
power. Further resistance was hopeless. Twice, in 1965 and 
1967, LBJ calculated that the Viet Cong and North Vietnam-
ese had gotten the point. He suspended the bombing and of-
fered to open peace talks.

Both proposals were rejected. North Vietnam was now 
deeply involved in the war and answered each American es-
calation with an escalation of its own. By 1966, by American 
count, 100,000 North Vietnamese soldiers were in action. 
China and the Soviet Union both escalated their contributions 
to the war, supplying North Vietnam with ground-to-air mis-
siles as well as more conventional arms and equipment.

The Tet Offensive
Early in 1968, General William Westmoreland announced 
that victory was within reach. The timing of his optimistic 
statement could not have been worse. Within days, during 
celebrations of Tet, Vietnam’s lunar New Year, 70,000 Viet 
Cong and North Vietnamese launched simultaneous attacks 
on thirty South Vietnamese cities. It was the fi rst  conventional 

military action in the war. For several days the NLF and Viet 
Cong controlled much of the city of Hue. In Saigon, com-
mandos attacked the American embassy. The Viet Cong 
took back jungle areas the search-and-destroy missions had 
cleared with defoliants.

Stunned American forces regrouped quickly and counter-
attacked. When the smoke cleared, the enemy had suffered 
devastating casualties. Tet was an American victory and, in 
May, North Vietnam agreed to begin peace talks in Paris. 
However, the American people’s confidence in the war had 
been badly eroded by the number of American boys dead 
and wounded, the weekly total of casualties reported weekly, 
sometimes daily, on the television news. In 1965, 26 Ameri-
cans died in Vietnam each week, in 1966 96 a week, in 1967, 
180. In 1968, during the Tet offensive, more than 280 Ameri-
cans were killed each week. The cost of the war had risen to 
$25 billion a year, nearly $70,000,000 a day!

Despite the tremendous effort and loss of life, victory 
seemed as distant as ever. A few weeks after the Tet offensive, 
public approval of Johnson’s handling of the war dropped 
from 40 percent to 26 percent. LBJ was stunned. Years later, 
two top aides remembered they were so worried about his 
state of mind that they secretly consulted psychiatrists.

The Vietnam war up close: a platoon is pinned down in a rice paddy, one soldier is seriously wounded by an enemy he probably never saw. Superior 
American technology meant little when fighting an enemy that refused to be drawn into a battle in which well-trained soldiers and marines had the 
edge. Viet Cong guerillas attacked isolated units like this one, killed or wounded several men, then disappeared into rice fields or jungles. When the 
Viet Cong and North Vietnamese calculated that they could win a big battle, as in the “Tet Offensive” of 1968, they were soundly defeated. By 1968, 
however, Americans were so frustrated by the years of military ineffectiveness and misinformation and disgusted by the ever-increasing casualties that 
they sneered at the army’s claims that “Tet” was a victory.
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Drug Culture

Two “mind-bending” drugs were at the heart of the 1960s 
“counterculture”: cannabis and LSD. Cannabis is hemp, a 
plant cultivated in America for its fiber since colonial times. 
George Washington grew it at Mount Vernon; in Kentucky 
it was a commercial crop second only to tobacco.

Some Indian tribes smoked the dried leaves of the plant 
with tobacco to dull pain. A few southern planters noticed 
that slaves smoked or chewed the leaves but took little in-
terest. Before the Civil War, a few other people knew that 
inhaling the smoke from burning hemp leaves induced a 
mild euphoria. Some physicians prescribed cannabis in a 
tincture (dissolved in alcohol) to treat pain, poor appetite, 
hysteria, and depression.

Its use as a “recreational drug” has two origins. In the 
mid-nineteenth century there was a vogue for things 
Turkish among swells in Northeastern cities. They 
formed hashish clubs (hashish is concentrated, more 
powerful cannabis) where they enjoyed the euphoria 
they had read about in the novels of Alexandre Dumas 
and  Honoré de Balzac. During the same years, settlers in 
Texas and New Mexico noticed Mexicans smoking “mar-
ijuana” for its intoxicating effects. The practice spread 
to New Orleans where patrons of the city’s high-class 
brothels picked it up at the end of the century from Afri-
can American  musicians.

During the 1920s, white musicians were attracted to 
jazz when it spread north to Kansas City, St. Louis, and 
Chicago, and they adopted “weed,” “reefers,” and “pot” 
as badges of their subculture. Smoking marijuana re-
mained pretty much a musicians’ practice until, in the 
1950s, beatniks picked up on it in the jazz clubs they 
 frequented. The hippies of the 1960s inherited the prac-
tice from the beat generation and created a mass market 
for it among the millions of young people who adopted 
hippie  fashions.

LSD—lysergic acid diethylamide—is a man-made drug 
with a shorter and simpler history. It was synthesized in 
1938 by a Swiss researcher, Albert Hoffman, who was 
looking for a new headache medication. LSD was a dead 
end on that street but, in 1943, Hoffman ingested a larger 
dose than he had previously and reported that he fell into 
“a kind of drunkenness which was not unpleasant and 
which was characterized by extreme activity of imagina-
tion, . . . an uninterrupted stream of fantastic images of 
extraordinary plasticity and vividness and accompanied 
by an intense, kaleidoscope-like play of colors.”

In the late 1950s, the cerebral British writer Aldous 
Huxley “dropped acid” in an attempt to enhance his intel-
lectual perceptions and wrote glowingly of LSD’s poten-
tial to inspire artistic creativity. LSD was not then illegal. 
(Marijuana was, under federal laws of 1936, 1951, and 

1956.) So, a young Harvard psychologist, Timothy Leary, 
began experimenting with it. Leary soon abandoned sci-
ence for the joy of his mystical experiences during LSD 
“trips.” When he began to preach the use of it, he lost his 
job but found thousands of enthusiastic young disciples in 
San Francisco during the “Summer of Love” in 1966 and 
in university auditoriums and rock concert halls through-
out the country.

Jolyon West was a researcher who administered LSD 
to several species of animals: Siamese fighting fish swam 
up and down instead of forward and backward and an el-
ephant expired. After interviewing humans who dropped 
acid frequently, he concluded that LSD was dangerous. 
One young man he studied reminded him “of teenag-
ers I’ve examined who’ve had frontal lobotomies . . . . 
This boy likes himself better. You have to realize that 
lobotomies make people happy. They attenuate those 
inner struggles and conflicts that are characteristics of 
the human condition.”

Such warnings did not influence the flower children. 
Their purpose, however poorly they articulated it, was, in 
Leary’s words, to “tune in, turn on, and drop out,” osten-
sibly from the materialistic mass culture of America, but 
also from the internal unhappiness that reality has been 
known to cause. LSD and marijuana did the trick in the 
short run; few adolescents and young adults of any era 
think about the long run.

Where the beatniks saw marijuana as “fun,” Leary and 
the hippies made sacraments of pot and LSD. New Leftists 
who wanted to span the gap between the political “move-
ment” and the apolitical “counterculture” said that using 
drugs was a revolutionary act: “Drug consciousness is the 
key to it.” Abbie Hoffman, a charter member of SNCC and 
prominent leader of the antiwar movement, found a new 
cause in drugs. He told of a girl who walked into his office. 
“We got to talking about civil rights, the South, and so on. 
She asked about drugs. I asked if she had ever taken LSD. 
When she responded that she hadn’t, I threw her a white 
capsule.”

The New Left’s social revolution never got started, but 
the personal revolutions of the 1960s numbered in the 
tens of millions. LSD did not make the transition into the 
1970s but cannabis did. Marijuana use, shorn of its reli-
gious significance, spread rapidly. In 1969, a country and 
western singer sold millions of copies of a record called 
“Okie from Muskogee.” It was a super-patriotic, anti-“long 
haired  hippie” song about salt of the earth Oklahomans 
that began: “We don’t smoke marijuana in Muskogee.” 
A newspaper reporter wondered about that. He drove to 
Muskogee and bought an ounce of pot within half an hour 
of parking his car.

How They Lived



TROUBLED YEARS
Johnson craved consensus. When he made his plea for the 
Civil Rights Act, he quoted the book of Isaiah—“let us come 
together” and he referred to a song nonviolent civil rights 
demonstrators sang, “We Shall Overcome.” He earnestly 
hoped that Americans would rise above their racial hatreds. 
His overwhelming election victory in 1964 persuaded him 
that a consensus behind building the Great Society was a re-
alistic possibility. He wanted a consensus behind his war in 
Vietnam too. What he got was a people more bitterly divided 
than they had been since the Civil War, a cleavage that re-
mains with us in the twenty-fi rst century.

Hawks and Doves
Before 1964, the chief critics of Johnson’s Vietnam policy 
were conservative Republicans like Goldwater, a few retired 
generals, and John Birch types. People said that Johnson was 
making the same mistake President Truman had made in 
Korea. He was fi ghting a war for limited goals, holding the 
army back, rather than unleashing it to win total victory. By 
offering to negotiate a settlement, he encouraged the enemy.

Known as “Hawks” (because of their aggressiveness), they 
wanted to obliterate North Vietnam into an unconditional 
surrender. Former Air Force Chief Curtis LeMay called for 
bombing North Vietnam “back into the Stone Age.” Former 
film actor Ronald Reagan said “we should declare war on 
North Vietnam. We could pave the whole place over by noon 
and be home by dinner.”

When LBJ escalated the war (although never to anything 
like total war), most Hawks fell in behind him. “Doves”—
those who wanted the war ended—became the president’s 
chief critics. As the war dragged on and the casualty lists 
lengthened, the antiwar movement grew. Johnson was dou-
bly distressed by it because most Doves were liberal Demo-
crats who had been warm supporters and beneficiaries of 
the Great Society. Conspicuous in the antiwar demonstra-
tions were university professors, ministers, priests and nuns, 
middle-class professionals, and African American civil rights 
leaders. Most numerous of all were college students, more 
than a few of them sustained by Great Society loans and ex-
empt from the draft.

Mass demonstrations made for good television news and 
put the antiwar movement at the center of public attention. 
In October 1965, 100,000 people attended demonstrations in 
ninety cities. In April 1967, about 300,000 Americans marched 
in opposition to the war in New York and San  Francisco. 
Some young men burned their draft cards and went to jail 
rather than into the army. About 40,000 went into exile to 
avoid being drafted, most to Canada and Sweden. More than 
500,000 soldiers deserted (almost all briefly) and there were 
some 250,000 “bad discharges,” uncooperative soldiers the 
army preferred to get rid of rather than imprison.

Draft dodgers who had influential social and political con-
nections flocked into the National Guard when it became 
unlikely guardsmen would be called up. George W. Bush, 

to be elected president in 2000 and 2004, pulled strings to 
find safety in the guard. His predecessor in the White House, 
William Jefferson Clinton, was frantically struggling to find a 
refuge in the National Guard when he stumbled on another 
way to avoid service.

The Arguments
The antiwar movement spoke with several voices express-
ing sometimes contrary principles. A few protestors in every 
demonstration were members of radical fringe groups like 
the Socialist Workers party, a “Trotskyist” Communist sect 
on its last legs during the 1960s and the even more marginal 
Progressive Labor party, which was devoted to the “teachings” 
of Chairman Mao Zedong. They were not really “Doves,” of 

A “peacenik” wall poster of the Vietnam era. It and dozens 
conveying the same message decorated dormitory rooms and 
student apartments. Principled pacifists were an important 
component of the antiwar movement. Other protesters regarded 
the Vietnam War as a bad war in a bad cause; a few were pro-
Viet Cong for ideological or romantic reasons; yet other antiwar 
agitators said the war should be ended because it could not be 
won or because it was weakening the United States.
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course, but partisans who hoped for the military defeat of 
the “imperialist capitalist” United States. Youthful romantics, 
who knew little about Communism and were many times 
more numerous than the Marxists, were enchanted by the 
romantic tableau of the outnumbered, poorly equipped Viet 
Cong resisting American power.

Genuine Doves like the famous pediatrician, Dr. Benja-
min Spock, were anti-Communist. However, they believed 
that the United States was fighting against the wishes of a 
majority of the Vietnamese people and, therefore, was in the 
wrong. They disapproved of the fact that their powerful na-
tion was showering terrible destruction on a small country 
in an unworthy cause.

Religious pacifists like the Quakers and members of the 
Fellowship for Reconciliation opposed the war because they 
opposed all wars. Other morally concerned people agreed 
that some wars were justified. However, they insisted that the 
war in Vietnam was not one of them. With no clearcut battle 
lines, American troops unavoidably warred on civilians as 
well as on enemy soldiers. Bombs and defoliants took inno-
cent lives. And there were, as in all wars, atrocities. The most 
publicized occurred at the village of My Lai in March 1968 
when American soldiers gone berserk killed 347 unarmed 
men, women, and children. The Viet Cong were guilty of 
similar crimes but that, Doves said, did not justify Americans 
stooping to the same level.

Some critics of the war were unconcerned with moral is-
sues that, they believed, should play little or no role in power 
politics. They argued that the United States was exhausting 
its military fighting in a small, unimportant country while 
the power of China and the Soviet Union was untouched. 
George Kennan and Senator William Fulbright of Arkansas 
pointed out that the United States was neglecting its com-
mitments elsewhere in the world in its fixation on Vietnam. 
Several retired generals, including the former commander of 
the Marine Corps, said the same. Senators Gaylord Nelson 
of Wisconsin and Wayne Morse were distressed that the war 
effort was alienating neutral nations and even allies.

The Student Movement
Not all discontent among university students was directed 
into the antiwar movement. Already by 1963, it was clear that 
the baby boomers were not as apolitical as the youth of the 

1950s had been. Large numbers of students demonstrated 
against capital punishment, protested against violations of 
civil liberties by the House Un-American Activities Commit-
tee, and worked in the civil rights movement. In 1963, Stu-
dents for a Democratic Society (SDS), issued the Port Huron 
Statement, a comprehensive critique of American society 
largely written by a graduate of the University of Michigan, 
Tom Hayden. SDS called for young people to take the lead 
in drafting a plan by which the United States could be a pro-
gressive force for peace and justice.

The New Left, or “the Movement,” as SDS and similar 
groups were collectively labeled, was, like “black power,” less 
a political phenomenon as an expression of anger and frus-
tration. Hayden and a few others tried to channel student 
energies into real concerns like the problems of the poor and 
the power of large corporations. But many of the campus 
demonstrations and riots of the late 1960s were unfocused, 
antiwar but also reflecting trivial grievances such as student 
participation in defining curriculum and setting university 
rules of behavior.

The era of massive campus protests began at the Univer-
sity of California at Berkeley with the founding of the Free 
Speech Movement in 1964. By 1968, the demonstrations 
took a violent turn when students at Columbia University 
seized several buildings and refused to budge until their in-
choate and shifting demands were met. (They were forcibly 
suppressed by police.)

Demonstration Decade
Between 1963 and 1968, according to the National Commission 
on the Causes and Prevention of Violence, there were

369 civil rights demonstrations
239 African American riots or disturbances
213 white attacks against civil rights workers
104 antiwar demonstrations
    91 student protests on campus
    54 segregationist clashes with counterdemonstrators
    24 anti-integration demonstrations

Silent Generation, Mob Generation
Looking back on the 1960s from the vantage of 1994, novelist 
John Updike remembered, “My generation, coming into its 
own in the 1950s, was called Silent, as if, after all the vain 
and murderous noise of recent history, this was a bad thing.” 
Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan of New York observed 
that Lyndon Johnson was “the first American president to 
be toppled by a mob. No matter that it was a mob of college 
professors, millionaires, flower children, and Radcliffe girls.”

The Counterculture
For many young people, the “Movement” was a rest stop 
on the way to a purely personal rebellion. In 1967, in the 
Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco and in New York’s 
“East Village,” thousands of teenagers congregated to estab-
lish what they called a “counterculture,” a new way of living 
based on “love,” a word the wise do not try to defi ne. To the 
“fl ower children” or “hippies,” as they were later called, the 
counterculture boiled down to promiscuous sex, drugs, and 
extravagant colorful fashions that, like adolescent fashions 
since the 1920s, were designed to identify their wearers as 
a distinct group and to disturb those outside the group—
 “everyone” over 30” during the 1960s.

Conventional Americans were alternately disturbed by the 
apparent immorality of the “long-haired kids” and amused 



by them. “Far more interesting than the hippies themselves,” 
sociologist Bennett Berger observed, “is America’s inability 
to leave them alone.” In San Francisco, Grey Line tour buses 
took curiosity seekers through the hippie neighborhood of 
Haight-Ashbury where tourists snapped photographs as 
they would have done at the sight of a snake charmer in Cal-
cutta. Entrepreneurs found that commercializing the coun-
terculture was easy. Advertisers used hippie themes to sell 
their wares. Musical groups created “acid rock,” a din created 
by powerfully amplified musical instruments. Hippies em-
braced it; so did their cousins back home.

Some flower children retreated from the cities to com-
munes that friendly intellectuals compared to the utopian 
communities of nineteenth-century America. However, in-
dividual self-gratification was the central principle of hippie-

dom and drugs played a large part in the counterculture. Few 
communal ventures lasted much beyond the visits of jour-
nalists and photographers recording the first moments of the 
new world a-borning. “Do your own thing,” a hippie man-
tra borrowed from Ralph Waldo Emerson (who would have 
been a hand-clapping hanger-on had he been around) was a 
weak social foundation when it was time for someone to take 
out the garbage or disinfect the communal commode.

THE ELECTION OF 1968
In 1964, Lyndon Johnson had been able to shout gleefully 
while striding through the presidential airline, “I am the king! 
I am the king!” In 1968, he discovered that not even a mon-
arch can survive a social, cultural, and moral crisis as grave as 
the war and the massive demonstrations had exposed. He did 
not even try. Early in the year, he announced that he would 
not stand for reelection. He was brought to this humiliating 
pass—for he had wanted to be reelected—by a quiet senator 
from Minnesota, Eugene McCarthy.

Eugene McCarthy
McCarthy was a tall man with a gray solemnity about him. 
His record as a liberal Democratic workhorse was solid, but 
no one mistook him for a mover and shaker. Minnesota al-
ready had its walking dynamo in Hubert Humphrey. But the 
quiet, refl ective McCarthy was anguished by the issue that 
Humphrey, vice president after 1965, had no choice but to 
dodge, the war. Late in 1967, McCarthy announced that he 
would challenge President Johnson for the Democratic pres-
idential nomination the next year.

Pundits admired his dignity, reflective intellect, and prin-
ciple. Some were enamored with his natural diffidence, a 
quality rare in politicians. McCarthy seemed sincerely to be-
lieve that a public servant should serve. But the experts gave 
him no chance of beating Johnson in the primaries. Low as 
the president’s popularity had sunk, his hold on the party 
machinery was as firm as ever.

McCarthy’s only political base was the amorphous an-
tiwar movement. Professional politicians shunned him. 
Labor unions, still vital to Democratic success at the polls, 
begrudged him several votes he had cast against their legisla-
tive programs. McCarthy had no support among blacks and 
very little among white ethnics, bulwarks of the party in the 
North. He was the candidate of the segment of the educated 
white middle class that opposed the war in Vietnam.

Johnson Retires
Time would prove the experts right about McCarthy’s 
chances. In early 1968, however, antiwar activists were so 
aroused as to turn the Democratic party upside down. Thou-
sands of university students dropped their studies and rushed 
to New Hampshire, site of the fi rst presidential primary. They 
got “clean for Gene,” shearing their long hair, shaving their 
beards, and donning neckties, brassieres, and jumpers so as 
not to distract the voters of the culturally conservative state 

A counterculture “Be-In,” probably best defined as a social gathering 
celebrating existence. The “Hippies,” the tag stuck on the nationwide 
emulators of the Flower Children of San Francisco’s Summer of Love, 
believed they had made a clean break from their parents’ values, from 
the materialistic, personally repressive society of the 1950s and early 
1960s. After a few feeble attempts to give coherence to the phenomenon 
(the counterculture rejected coherence too), the brave new world of the 
Hippies amounted to little more than drugs, promiscuous sex, and, for 
some, retreating to short-lived “communes” in remote areas.
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Nixon and Wallace
Richard M. Nixon easily won the Republican nomination. 
The former vice president had retired from politics—or so 
he had said—after failing to win the governorship of Califor-
nia in 1962. In reality, with the doggedness which character-
ized his entire career, he quietly fi rmed up support among 
moderate “Rockefeller Republicans” and won over conserva-
tives by campaigning for Goldwater in 1964. Nixon attended 
every local Republican function to which he was invited, no 
matter how small the town, insignifi cant the occasion, or du-
bious the candidate he had to endorse. By making himself 
available to the party’s grass-roots workers, he wove an un-
breakable web of supporters.

The Democrats were divided. Many in the party’s antiwar 
wing announced that they would vote for Benjamin Spock. 
Humphrey tried to woo them by hinting that he would end 
the war but, as Johnson’s vice president, he could not repu-
diate administration policy. Humphrey’s ambiguity enabled 
Nixon to waffle on the war issue. He espoused a hawkish 
policy at the same time that he reminded voters that it had 
been a Republican president, Dwight D. Eisenhower, who 
had ended the Democratic party’s futile war in Korea.

The only obstacle to a Nixon victory seemed to be the 
American Independent party, founded as his personal vehicle 
by Governor George Wallace. Wallace had a large following 
among southern whites thanks to his dramatic opposition to 

from the issue at hand—the war. Sleeping on the fl oors of 
the McCarthy campaign’s storefront headquarters, they rang 
door bells, handed out pamphlets at supermarkets, stuffed 
envelopes, and argued endlessly but nonconfrontationally 
with shoppers outside supermarkets.

Johnson’s name was not on the ballot. New Hampshire’s 
governor ran as his stand-in. He and McCarthy split the vote 
evenly but, in a traditionally cautious state with an obscure sen-
ator running against a sitting president, New Hampshire was a 
resounding rebuke of Johnson. He knew it and announced his 
retirement. McCarthy’s supporters looked forward hungrily to 
primary elections elsewhere.

Who Will End the War?
Johnson’s announcement caught everyone by surprise, in-
cluding Vice President Humphrey, who was in Mexico on a 
goodwill tour. He rushed back to Washington to announce 
his candidacy. He had an edge on McCarthy because of his 
long-standing ties with organized labor, African Americans, 
big city political machines, party professionals, and big 
money contributors.

Still, McCarthy’s people believed they could beat Hum-
phrey. To them, the sole issue was the war and, as vice presi-
dent, Humphrey was—whatever his private feelings—in the 
prowar camp. What neither Humphrey nor McCarthy fore-
saw was that, with Johnson gone, Robert F. Kennedy, now 
senator from New York, jumped into the contest.

Kennedy was a threat to both McCarthy and Humphrey. 
LBJ had eased him out of the cabinet as soon as it was grace-
ful to do, so he was not identified with the war. He had criti-
cized it on several occasions. His connections with African 
Americans were as strong as Humphrey’s, with Mexican 
Americans stronger for he was a close friend of Cesar Chavez, 
the leader of the mostly Hispanic farmworkers’ union in 
California. When Martin Luther King Jr., was assassinated in 
April 1968, Bobby’s expressions of grief seemed more sin-
cere than any other Democrat’s. Kennedy was also a threat to 
Humphrey because he had maintained connections with the 
party pros and labor leaders who had helped his brother win 
the presidential nomination in 1960. Among Democrats, he 
was anathema only to white southerners and to Doves who 
had mobilized to support McCarthy, and not to all of them. 
Some, like Richard Goodwin, switched their allegiance to 
Kennedy because they believed that he, but not McCarthy, 
could defeat the Republicans in the general election.

Kennedy ran well in the primaries, although not without set-
backs. McCarthy won the next-to-last primary in Oregon. Then, 
on the night Kennedy won the final important primary in Cali-
fornia, he was shot point-blank in the head by a Jordanian who 
opposed Kennedy’s support for the Jewish state of Israel.

The murder of a fourth prominent political leader in five 
years demoralized the antiwar Democrats and contributed to 
week-long riots in Chicago during the Democratic national 
convention. Most of Kennedy’s delegates refused to unite behind 
McCarthy; they backed Senator George McGovern of South 
Dakota as an antiwar candidate. With the opposition divided, 
Humphrey won the Democratic nomination on the first ballot.
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MAP 48:1 The Presidential Election, 1968. George Wallace’s 
strategy was to deny both Nixon and Humphrey a majority in 
the electoral college. Had he carried one large southern state 
and either Illinois or Ohio, where he was popular, he would 
have succeeded. LBJ’s magic still worked in Texas, which
Humphrey won. In the nine presidential elections since 1968, 
the Democratic candidate won only once.
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The Prophet of ’68
The most astute analyst of the election of 1968—before the 
polls opened—was Kevin Phillips, a Republican party strategist. 
Phillips foresaw that the Republicans would dominate national 
elections for decades because the Democrats had abandoned 
their working-class base to embrace the sentiments of articulate 
and active liberals but which appealed to few other groups. 
“Sure,” he said, Hubert Humphrey would carry Riverside Drive 
in November, Phillips referring to a New York City neighborhood 
fashionable among intellectuals. “La-de-dah. What will he do 
in Oklahoma?” Even George Wallace’s spoiler campaign would 
help the Republicans in the long run: “We’ll get two-thirds to 
three-fourths of the Wallace vote in 1972. I’d hate to be the 
opponent in that race. When Hubie [Humphrey] loses, [Eugene] 
McCarthy and [liberal Congressman Allard] Lowenstein 
backers are going to take the party so far to the left they’ll just 
become irrelevant. They’ll do to it what our economic royalists 
did to us in 1936.”

Phillips’s prophecy proved right on target. Republican 
conservatives had their day of glory in 1980 when Ronald 
Reagan won the presidency in a landslide. Phillips soon 
soured on the Reagan administration because, as he saw it, 
Reagan became the stooge of a new generation of “economic 
royalists,” betraying the working-class base that Phillips and 
others had worked to build.

Wallace more to their taste than civil rights pioneer Hubert 
Humphrey. Extreme right Goldwaterites preferred Wallace 
to Nixon.

A Close Call
Wallace knew he could not win. His goal was to collect just 
enough electoral votes that neither Humphrey nor Nixon 
had a majority. In that case, as in 1800 and 1824, the House 
of Representatives would select the next president, each state 
casting one vote. Wallace reckoned that anti-civil-rights 
congressmen were a majority in the delegations of as many 
as sixteen states—almost a third of the total. With such a 
prize his for the giving, Wallace thought Nixon would have 
to make a deal with him, a reversal of the Democratic party’s 
civil rights policies in return for a majority in the electoral 
college.

There was nothing obscure about his intentions. Both the 
Humphrey and Nixon camps knew what he meant to do 
by running. Humphrey publicly called on Nixon to pledge 
jointly with him that, in the event neither had a majority in 
the electoral college, that neither would deal with Wallace. 
Whichever of them had fewer electoral votes would direct 
his supporters in the House to vote for the electoral vote 
leader.

Believing that Wallace would take more votes from Hum-
phrey than from him, Nixon ignored the proposal. In the 
end, it did not matter. Although Wallace did better than any 
third-party candidate since 1924, winning 13.5 percent of the 
popular vote and 46 electoral votes, Nixon eked out a plural-
ity of 500,000 votes and a majority in the electoral college. 
It was close. A rush of blue-collar workers from Wallace to 
Humphrey during the final week of the campaign indicated 
to some pollsters that, had the campaign lasted two weeks 
longer, Humphrey would have won.

the now lost cause of school segregation. He had won a large 
number of votes in Democratic primaries in midwestern 
industrial states by playing on working-class voters’ frustra-
tion with antiwar demonstrations they considered unpatri-
otic. Many blue-collar ethnics who had liked Kennedy found 
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DISCOVERY

How did the Vietnam War affect American society?  How was the American 
involvement in Vietnam like our involvement in Iraq?  In what ways do the 
two wars differ?

Warfare:  What was President Lyndon B. Johnson’s justification for escalating American involvement in Vietnam 
from advising the South Vietnamese army to assuming responsibility for much of the fighting?  How does the 
explanation of the war in the 1965 Students for a Democratic Society’s call for a protest and the account of 
American involvement in the “Pentagon Papers” differ from the president’s speech?

The Tonkin Gulf Incident (1964)

President Johnson’s Message 
to Congress

Last night I announced to the American people 
that North Vietnamese regime had conducted 
further deliberate attacks against US. naval 
vessels operating in international waters, and 
that I had therefore directed air action against 
gunboats and supporting facilities used in these 
hostile operations. This air action has now been 
carried out with substantial damage to the 
boats and facilities. Two US. aircraft were lost in 
the action. 

After consultation with the leaders of both 
parties in the Congress, I further announced 
a decision to ask the Congress for a resolution 
expressing the unity and determination of the 
United States in supporting freedom and in 
protecting peace in southeast Asia.

These latest actions of the North 
Vietnamese regime have given a new and 
grave turn to the already serious situation 
in southeast Asia. Our commitments in 
that area are well known to the Congress. 
They were first made in 1954 by President 
Eisenhower. They were further defined 
in the Southeast Asia Collective Defense 
Treaty approved by the Senate in February 
1955. 

This treaty with its accompanying 
protocol obligates the United States and 
other members to act in accordance with 
their constitutional processes to meet 
Communist aggression against any of the 
parties or protocol states. 

Our policy in southeast Asia has been 
consistent and unchanged since 1954. I 
summarized it on June 2 in our simple 
propositions: 

1.  America keeps her word. Here as 
elsewhere, we must and shall honor 
our commitments. 

2.  The issue is the future of southeast 
Asia as a whole. A threat to any 
nation in that region is a threat to 
all, and a threat to us. 

3.  Our purpose is peace. We have 
no military, political, or territorial 
ambitions in the area. 

4.  This is not just a jungle war, but a 
struggle for freedom on every front 
of human activity. Our military 
and economic assistance to South 
Vietnam and Laos in particular 
has the purpose of helping these 
countries to repel aggression and 
strengthen their independence.
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March on Washington to end the war in Vietnam, April 17, 1965

From the Students for a Democratic 
Society Papers

The current war in Vietnam is being waged 
in behalf of a succession of unpopular South 
Vietnamese dictatorships, not in behalf of 
freedom. No American-supported South 
Vietnamese regime in the past few years 
has gained the support of its people, for the 
simple reason that the people overwhelmingly 
want peace, self-determination, and the 
opportunity for development. American 
prosecution of the war has deprived them of 
all three.

• The war is fundamentally a civil war. . . .
• It is a losing war. . . .
• It is a self-defeating war. . . .

• It is a dangerous war. . . .
•  It is a war never declared by Congress, 

although it costs almost two million 
dollars a day and has cost billions 
of dollars since the U.S. began its 
involvement. . . . 

•  It is a highly immoral war. America is 
committing pointless murder. . . .

Students for a Democratic Society 
(SDS) is calling for a MARCH ON 
WASHINGTON TO END THE WAR IN 
VIETNAM. We urge the participation of 
all those who agree with us that the war 
in Vietnam injures both Vietnamese and 
Americans, and should be stopped.

The Pentagon Papers: The Corner Is Turned—January–March 1968

The Johnson Administration began 1968 in a 
mood of cautious hope about the course of
the war. Within a month those hopes had been 
completely dashed. In late January and early 
February, the Viet Cong and their North 
Vietnamese supporters launched the massive 
Tet assault on the cities and towns of South 
Vietnam and put the Johnson Administration 
and the American public through a profound 
political catharsis on the wisdom and purpose 
of the U.S. involvement in Vietnam and the 
soundness of our policies for the conduct of 
the war. The crisis engendered the most soul-
searching debate within the Administration 
about what course to take next in the whole 
history of the war. In the emotion laden 
atmosphere of those dark days, there were cries 
for large-scale escalation on the one side and 
for significant retrenchment on the other. In 
the end an equally difficult decision — to 
stabilize the effort in the South and de-escalate 
in the North—was made. One of the 
inescapable conclusions of the Tet experience 
that helped to shape that decision was that as 
an interdiction measure against the infiltration 

of men and supplies, the bombing had been 
a near total failure. Moreover, it had not 
succeeded in breaking Hanoi’s will to 
continue the fight. The only other major 
justification for continuing the bombing 
was its punitive value, and that began to pale 
in comparison with the potential (newly 
perceived by many) of its suspension for 
producing negotiations with the DRV, or 
failing that a large propaganda windfall for 
the U.S. negotiating position. The President’s 
dramatic decision at the end of March 
capped a long month of debate. Adding 
force to the President’s announcement of the 
partial bombing halt was his own personal 
decision not to seek re-election.

. . . the Joint Chiefs emphasized [that] 
our posture of readily available combat 
forces was seriously strained. Any decision 
to deploy emergency augmentation forces 
should be accompanied by the recall of 
at least an equivalent number, or more 
prudently, additional Reserve component 
forces and an extension of terms of service 
for active duty personnel.

To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”
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T
hat Richard M. Nixon made it to the top of 
the political the heap was a miracle. Few peo-
ple particularly liked him; he was himself too 
 suspicious to have a close friend. He came up 
short in the superficial qualities thought es-

sential to success in American politics. He was not physi-
cally attractive; his manner was often furtive. He was shy; 
he disguised his discomfort in front of a crowd only by a 
mighty act of will, and suspicious; he did not like people in 
general or en masse.

Nixon was more changeable—“duplicitous,” Democrats 
said—than most politicians could be and still get away with 
it. At several turns of his career, his supporters had to assure 
voters that the “Old Nixon” was no more; the Nixon that de-
served their votes now was a “New Nixon.” Democrats called 
him “Tricky Dicky.” John F. Kennedy said that Nixon pre-
tended to be so many different things that he had forgotten 
who he was. Robert Dole, Republican presidential candidate 
in 1996, was harshest of all. When he saw former presidents 
Jimmy Carter, Gerald Ford, and Nixon standing together at 
a ceremonial function, he remarked, “There they are: see no 
evil, hear no evil, and evil.”

THE NIXON PRESIDENCY
Liberal Democrats hated Nixon. Many Republicans who ac-
cepted Nixon as their leader did so only when there was no 
alternative to him but losing an election. In 1952, Dwight 
D. Eisenhower wanted to dump Nixon as his vice presiden-
tial running mate when Nixon was accused of drawing on a 
secret “slush fund” set up by southern California business-
men. In a brilliantly conceived and executed television ad-
dress, Nixon nimbly sidestepped the graft question and put 
Eisenhower in a position in which he would alienate more 
voters than would back him if he dropped Nixon from the 
ticket. 

When President Nixon faced impeachment in 1973 and 
1974, aides who owed their careers to him trampled one 
another in their haste to betray him. All was forgiven at his 
funeral in 1994. Eulogists focused on his diplomatic achieve-
ments, which were numerous, one momentous. Except for 
his daughters, however, no one at the memorial service spoke 
of him with affection. 

Richard Nixon clawed his way to the top from stable but 
rather drab lower-middle-class origins in Whittier,  California. 

Chapter 49

Presidents on the 
Griddle
The Nixon, Ford, and Carter Years 
1968–1980

In a country where there is no hereditary throne nor hereditary aristocracy, an 
office raised far above all other offices offers too great a stimulus to ambition. This 
glittering prize, always dangling before the eyes of prominent statesmen, has a power 
stronger than any dignity under a European crown to lure them from the path of 
straightforward consistency.

—James Lord Bryce

Americans expect their presidents to do what no monarch by Divine Right could 
ever do—resolve for them all the contradictions and complexities of life.

—Robert T. Hartmann
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Although he overstated them in his midcareer book Six Cri-
ses, he overcame formidable obstacles to succeed. Nixon had 
a little luck, but he was mostly pluck. Whatever else histori-
ans may say of Richard Nixon in the future, he earned every-
thing he ever got.

Political Savvy
As president Nixon had little interest in domestic issues. 
He believed that “the country could run itself domestically 
without a president.” He left all the most important domestic 
policy decisions to two young aides. Ironically, with Nixon 
himself unconvivial and distant, H. R. Haldeman and John 
Ehrlichman cultivated an arrogance that put people off. 
They were unpopular with congressmen, and they offended 
foreign diplomats with their rudeness. But they did the job 
Nixon wanted them to do. They insulated him from many 
of the ceremonials, courtesy conversations, and “photo-ops”; 
that can devour a president’s work day. Nixon was a worker.

Regarding most domestic issues as distractions, Nixon 
surprised and disturbed his right-wing Goldwater support-
ers by leaving Johnson’s Great Society pretty much intact. 
Indeed, it was during his administration that “affirmative ac-
tion” was first interpreted to mean preferential treatment for, 
at first, would-be government contractors owned by mem-
bers of minority groups. Lyndon Johnson, who coined the 
term affirmative action, defined it as aggressively recruiting 
members of minority groups in colleges, graduate schools, 
and well-paid positions in business and government, but not 
as discriminatory.

Politicking, which Nixon had never enjoyed— cheerleading, 
beaming, waving. and handshaking—he assigned to Vice 
President Spiro T. Agnew. Agnew had been governor of 
Maryland who, with his Greek ancestry, Nixon named to the 

Republican ticket to attract blue-collar ethnic voters who 
were more likely to vote for Wallace or Humphrey.

Agnew enjoyed the crowds on the banquet and audito-
rium circuit. He came to relish the job of hatchet man that 
he was assigned so that Nixon, a former hatchet man himself, 
could play the statesman. He delighted Republican conserva-
tives by flailing at students and weak-willed, overpaid educa-
tors who were the most conspicuous element in the antiwar 
movement. He excoriated liberal Supreme Court justices for 
coddling criminals and the “liberal news media”—the three 
network news organizations and influential newspapers 
like the Washington Post and New York Times. As an orator, 
Agnew was fond of alliteration. His masterpiece was “natter-
ing nabobs of negativism,” that is, journalists.

Agnew’s relentless liberal-baiting provided Nixon with 
an effective smokescreen hiding the fact that he did not dis-
mantle the Great Society. His only major modification of 
Johnson’s welfare state was his “New Federalism.” Instead of 
spending money directly on Great Society social programs, 
the Nixon administration distributed the funds among the 
states to administer them. The New Federalism actually in-
creased the size of government bureaucracies. Nixon did not 
care. He (and later Republican presidents, including Ronald 
Reagan) learned that the numerous agencies the Democrats 
created were excellent targets when the Republicans were out 
of office, but they provided lots of high-salaried, do-nothing 
jobs for prominent Republicans when the party was in.

On some fronts, Nixon might as well have been a Demo-
crat. His Family Assistance Plan provided a flat annual pay-
ment to poor households if their breadwinners registered 
with employment agencies. (It failed in Congress.) When, 
in 1971, a spurt in inflation seemed to threaten his upcom-
ing reelection campaign, Nixon experimented with wage 

1969 1973 1975 19791977 1981

Revolution and Reaction in Foreign Policy 1969–1981

1969 Cambodia bombed

1969–1974 Richard M. Nixon president

1971

1970 Troops in Vietnam reduced to 335,000; U.S. troops in Cambodia

1971 Nixon visits China

1972–1974 Watergate scandal unfolds

1972 Troops in Vietnam reduced to 24,000; Nixon declares détente in USSR

1973 Paris Peace Accords; Kissinger mediates Arab–Israeli war

1974 Nixon resigns

1975 South Vietnam government collapses

Carter ends détente, resumes Cold War  1980

USSR invades Afghanistan  Dec 1979

Jimmy Carter president  1977–1981

Gerald Ford president; severe economic problems  1974–1977



and price controls, a Republican party anathema, in order 
to halt it.

Nixon understood that, for all the anti-big government 
propaganda, the people who ran the Republican party had 
no complaint with big government as long as it was business 
friendly. As for the party’s populist “conservatives”—south-
ern whites, Goldwaterites, the remnants of the declining John 
Birch Society—Nixon understood that for all their caterwaul-
ing about Great Society spending, they would put up with 
annually larger deficits if the administration—here is where 
Spiro T. Agnew came in—denounced the social and cultural 
pieties that increasingly preoccupied Democratic liberals in 
the 1970s. Except for the fact that Nixon did not cozy up to 
fundamentalist evangelical groups—they were not then po-
litically organized—he designed the successful formula for 
winning elections that Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush 
were to exploit into two-term presidencies.

The Warren Court
One of Agnew’s favorite targets was the “Warren Court.” 
Chief Justice Earl Warren had tried to resign when Lyndon 
Johnson was president so that Johnson could name a liberal 
successor. But Johnson’s choice for chief justice, an old Texas 

crony already on the Court, Abe Fortas, was revealed to have 
accepted fees for giving speeches that, while hardly criminal, 
were improper. Warren stayed on and suffered the humilia-
tion of swearing in his old enemy whence he resigned. Nixon 
had the satisfaction not only of naming the new chief  justice, 
but Abe Fortas’s successor as well.

President Nixon in the Oval Office with his young aides H. R. Haldemann (foreground) and John Erlichman (seated, rear). Nixon secretly 
recorded conversations in the office. His decision to do so was curious if for no other reason than the fact that the tapes revealed him to be a 
foulmouth. Lyndon Johnson, Kennedy, and Ike used the “F” word now and then; it was a staple of Nixon’s casual language.
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Griswold v. Connecticut 
Griswold v. Connecticut (1965) was a Warren Court ruling that 
aroused little fuss at the time because the law it negated was, 
in the words of one justice, “silly”—a Connecticut law forbidding 
the sale of contraceptive devices. 

Few were sorry to see the law go. However, the Court’s 
rationale in declaring it unconstitutional was mischievous. 
The Court said that within the “penumbra” or shadow of the 
Bill of Rights was a “right to privacy” that the Connecticut law 
violated. Attaching something as evanescent as a “penumbra” 
to it was asking for trouble as was, in another case, Justice 
William Brennan’s opinion that some statements that actually 
do appear in the Constitution were not to be taken literally.
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During Warren’s years as chief justice—1953–1969—there 
had been a steady trend in the Court’s rulings toward what 
critics called “judicial activism.” To Warren’s liberal defend-
ers, the Court was bringing the Constitution up to date on 
issues that the Founding Fathers had not confronted. Repub-
lican conservatives condemned Warren and the justices who 
voted with him because, they said, the Supreme Court was 
sending unconstitutional state and federal laws back to the 
legislatures and Congress for rewriting and the justices were 
themselves writing laws.

During the 1960s, several decisions concerning the con-
stitutional rights of accused criminals and the authority of 
police officers aroused popular anger. In Escobedo v. Illinois
(1964), by a vote of just 5–4, the Court freed Danny Escobedo, 
a petty criminal, because, when he asked the police to see a 
lawyer, the cops put him off until after they had extracted a 
confession from him; only then was Escobedo’s lawyer sum-
moned. The Court ruled that Escobedo had been denied his 
constitutional right to counsel. To ordinary people, an ob-
viously guilty criminal was walking the streets because the 
police did not oblige him. 

Far more controversial was Miranda v. Arizona (1968). In 
another 5–4 decision, the Court ruled that Ernesto Miranda’s 
confession to charges of kidnapping and rape could not be 
used against him in court because the officer who arrested 
him did not inform him that he had a right to see a lawyer 
before answering questions. To ordinary people, taught since 
elementary school that “ignorance of the law is no excuse for 
breaking it”—a principle upheld by the courts—the  Miranda
decision was more troubling than Escobedo.  Miranda was 
 ignorant of his right to see a lawyer; the Court was say-
ing that it was a police function to educate him and every 
other arrested suspect in that provision of the Constitution. 
Miranda was an extremely unpopular ruling. “What next?” 
people asked. The job of the police was to arrest suspects and 
gather evidence to put criminals away; it was not to show 
them ways to avoid conviction. Other Warren Court rulings 
threw out evidence of a crime collected in police searches 
when the evidence had not been specifically described in a 
search warrant or if it was not in a defendant’s immediate 
proximity when it was confiscated.

The rulings were particularly obnoxious because most 
were 5–4—split—decisions. Chief Justice Warren had la-
bored long and hard for a unanimous vote in Brown v. School
Board because the decision was so revolutionary. Why, critics 
asked, was he willing to push on with bare majority votes 
in decisions regarding long-established and accepted pro-
cedures to control crime? The Warren Court’s defenders re-
plied that the rights of the individual trumped all.

NIXON’S VIETNAM
Doves had blamed Lyndon Johnson for failing to end the war 
in Vietnam, failing to acknowledge that the North Vietnam-
ese were also responsible for the bloody stalemate. In 1969, it 
became Nixon’s turn.

He wanted out of the war. He had watched the unwin-
nable conflict destroy Johnson’s political career, and he took 
little interest in what he called a “sideshow.” Nixon had big-
ger fish to fry. Simply to call it quits—to declare victory and 
bring the boys home, as Republican Senator George Aiken of 
 Vermont proposed—might actually have worked. But Nixon 
did not want to alienate Republican Hawks, an important 
part of the coalition that had elected him.

Vietnamization
Nixon’s solution was ingenious and, for a time, effective. He 
assigned Spiro Agnew the job of smearing the radical and 
pacifi st antiwar protesters as anti-American. He reasoned 
that he could silence the mass movement that had coalesced 
around the “peacenik” hard core by reducing the long weekly 
casualty lists. He announced that he would “Vietnamize” the 
war, that he would bring American draftees home and replace 
them at its front lines with South Vietnamese soldiers.

The United States would continue to “participate in the 
defense and development of allies and friends,” he said, but 
Americans would no longer “undertake all the defense of the 
free nations of the world. . . . In the previous administration, 
we Americanized the war in Vietnam. In this administration 
we are Vietnamizing the search for peace.” 

The army undertook a crash program to train the large 
ARVN, which had been neglected when Johnson thought 
that escalation of the American effort would force an end to 
the fighting. As South Vietnamese units were deemed ready 
for combat, American troops came home. At about the same 
rate that LBJ had increased the American presence in South 
Vietnam, Nixon reduced it. From a high of 541,000 Ameri-
can soldiers when Nixon took office, the American force de-
clined to 335,000 in 1970 and 24,000 in 1972.

Nixon returned the American role in the war to where it 
had been in 1964. The difference was that, in 1964, there were 
few well-trained North Vietnamese troops in the fight. By 
1970, the North Vietnamese were the chief enemy, the North 
Vietnamese army having absorbed the Viet Cong. As Nixon 
expected, antiwar demonstrations declined in size if not in 
ardor. However, Nixon failed to anticipate that Democratic 
congressmen who had supported Johnson’s war were now in 
opposition, many of them demanding that the Republican 
president make more serious efforts to end it. And Demo-
crats were still the majority in both House and Senate.

Expanding the War
Nixon and his foreign policy advisor, Henry A. Kissinger, be-
lieved that in order to save the nation’s “credibility” abroad, 
they had to salvage the independence of South Vietnam out 
of the wreckage, even if temporarily. Having abandoned es-
calation, they tried to bludgeon North Vietnam into negotia-
tions by expanding the scope of the war with low casualty air 
attacks. In the spring of 1969, shortly after he was inaugu-
rated, Nixon sent bombers over neutral Cambodia to destroy 
sanctuaries where about 50,000 North Vietnamese troops 
rested between battles. For a year, the American people knew 
nothing of these attacks. However, when Nixon sent ground 



forces into Cambodia in 1970, mostly ARVN but Americans 
too, the expansion of the war into yet another country could 
not be concealed.

The result was renewed uproar. Critics condemned the 
president for attacking a neutral nation. Several hundred 
university presidents closed their campuses for fear of stu-
dent violence. Events at two colleges proved their wisdom. 
At Kent State University in Ohio, the National Guard opened 
fire on demonstrators, killing four students and wounding 
eleven. Ten days later, two students demonstrating at Jackson 
State College in Mississippi were killed by police.

The now hostile Congress reacted by repealing the 
Tonkin Gulf Resolution. Nixon replied that repeal was ir-
relevant. As commander in chief, he had the right to take 
whatever military action he believed necessary. Nonethe-
less, when he expanded the war into Laos in February 
1971, he made sure that ARVN troops carried the burden 
of the fighting.

Falling Dominos
Without American troops by its side, the ARVN was humili-
ated in Laos. The Communist organization in that country, 
the Pathet Lao, grew in strength until, in 1975, it seized 

 effective control of the small, backward country. Tens of 
thousands of Laotian refugees fl ed into Thailand.

In Cambodia, the consequences were worse. Young Cam-
bodians were so angered by the American bombing that 
they flocked to join the Communist Khmer Rouge, which 
increased in size from 3,000 in 1970 to 30,000 in a few years. 
In 1976, the commander, Pol Pot, came to power instituting 
a regime as criminal as the Nazi government of Germany. In 
three years, the Khmer Rouge murdered 3 million people in 
a population of 7.2 million! 

Eisenhower’s Southeast Asian dominoes had fallen not 
because the United States was weak in the face of a threat, 
but because the United States had expanded a war that, ten 
years earlier, had been little more than an armed brawl. Indo-
chinese neutrals like Cambodia’s Prince Sihanouk were un-
dercut by the chaos American intervention created. The long 
war had transformed North Vietnam into a military dicta-
torship. Laos was an anarchy in which the single organized 
group was Communist. Cambodia was one big killing field 
run by a monster.

In South Vietnam, the fighting dragged on until the fall of 
1972 when, after twelve days of earth-shaking bombing, the 
North Vietnamese finally agreed to meet with Kissinger in Paris 
and arrange a cease-fire. The Paris Accords that went into effect 

Refugees fleeing Hue during the final North Vietnamese victory in 1975. Ten percent of Vietnam’s population fled the country. The 
United States admitted 600,000 refugees. Former Hawks shrugged off the millions they left to the victors’ mercies. Former Doves
pretended opposition to the North Vietnamese did not exist.
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in January 1973 required the United States to withdraw all its 
troops from Vietnam within 60 days and the North Vietnamese 
to release all prisoners of war. Until elections were held, North 
Vietnamese soldiers would remain in those parts of South 
 Vietnam they occupied, a substantial part of the country.

For two years, the country simmered. Then, in April 1975, 
the ARVN suddenly collapsed and the North Vietnamese 
army moved on a virtually undefended Saigon. North and 
South Vietnam were united. Saigon was renamed Ho Chi 
Minh City. Ironically, Cambodia’s nightmare ended only 
when the North Vietnamese invaded the country, overthrew 
Pol Pot, and installed a puppet regime that, if dictatorial, was 
not built on a foundation of mass murder.

The Bottom Line
America’s longest war ravaged a prosperous country. Once 
an exporter of rice, Vietnam was short of food through the 
1980s. About a million ARVN soldiers lost their lives, the Viet 
Cong and North Vietnamese about the same. Estimates of 
civilian dead ran as high as 3.5 million. About 5.2 million 
acres of jungle and farmland were ruined by defoliation. The 
Viet Cong destroyed hundreds of villages, dozens of towns; 
American bombing wrecked bridges and highways. The Air 
Force dropped more bombs on Vietnam than had fallen on 
Europe during World War II.

The vengeance of the victors (and Pol Pot) caused a mas-
sive flight of refugees. About 10 percent of the people of 
Indochina fled their homes after the war. Some spent ev-
erything they owned to bribe North Vietnamese officials to 
let them go. Others piled into leaky boats and cast off into 
open waters; unknown numbers drowned. To the credit of 
the United States, some 600,000 Vietnamese, Laotians, Cam-
bodians, and ethnic minorities like the Hmong (persecuted 
by every government in Indochina) were admitted to the 
United States.

The war cost the United States $150 billion, more than any 
other American conflict except World War II. Some 57,000 
Americans were killed, 300,000 were wounded. Numbers of 
veterans came home alcoholics, addicted to heroin, or men-
tally disturbed. And yet, for ten years, veterans were ignored, 
even shunned. Politicians, not only antiwar liberals but 
super-patriotic Hawks who wanted to fight on indefinitely, 
would not vote money to address their problems. Only in 
1982 was a monument to war dead erected in Washington.

NIXON-KISSINGER
FOREIGN POLICY
For more than twenty years, American policy makers divided 
the world into two hostile camps competing for clients in 
a “Third World” of unaligned, mostly undeveloped states. 
Only John Foster Dulles considered a nuclear confrontation 
between the United States and the Soviet Union thinkable. 
The Kennedy and Johnson administrations were open to 
graduated disarmament and, except for responding to direct 
Soviet provocations, concentrated on competing with the 
Soviet Union for “friendlies” in the Third World.

Before he was elected, Nixon said nothing to indicate that 
he foresaw anything except more of the same. To what extent 
he imagined another kind of foreign policy before 1968, or 
whether he was persuaded to follow a new path by his Na-
tional Security advisor, Henry Kissinger, is not clear. But the 
two worked harmoniously in harness to reshape geopolitics 
in just a few years.

Ping Pong Diplomacy
Henry Kissinger, 46 years old in 1969, was brilliant, witty, ur-
bane, and so cheerfully conceited it was charming. He was a 
refugee from Naziism who, after living in the United States 
for thirty years, still spoke in so thick a German accent that 
his critics wondered it was an affectation. As a scholar at 
Harvard, he was a proponent of Realpolitik, an amoral, op-
portunistic approach to foreign policy untainted by ideolog-
ical fi rst principles like those that had crippled John Foster 
Dulles and even Kennedy’s and Johnson’s secretary of state, 
Dean Rusk.

He and Nixon recognized that the bipolar Soviet-American 
standoff of the Cold War was being displaced by a world in 
which there were five centers of military or economic power. 
Japan had no army but it was an economic powerhouse with 
interests at odds with American interests. Western Europe, 
led by France and Germany, regularly asserted significant 
dissents from America’s wants in Europe. China was not, as 
American policy makers had held since 1950, a satellite of 
the Soviet Union, if it ever was. It was well known that there 
had been several large-scale military confrontations between 
China and the USSR on their 2,000 mile border.

Nixon and Kissinger welcomed the change. In 1971, Nixon 
said, “It will be a safer world and a better world, if we have 
a strong and healthy United States, Europe, Soviet Union, 
China, Japan—each balancing the other, not playing one 
against the other, an even balance.” He was extending an in-
vitation to one or the other of America’s Cold War enemies 
to join with him in making some adjustments.

The Chinese responded with an invitation of their own. 
The Sports Ministry of the People’s Republic invited an 
American table tennis team touring in Japan to fly on 
over for a few games with Chinese players. The coach was 
 bewildered—understandably: Americans were forbidden to 
go to China. He phoned home. Kissinger, astonished but not 
bewildered, told the team to pack its paddles and get going.

Kissinger on the Cold War
“The superpowers often behave like two heavily armed 
blind men feeling their way around a room, each believing 
himself in mortal peril from the other whom he assumes to 
have perfect vision. . . . Each tends to ascribe to the other 
side a consistency, foresight and coherence that its own 
experience belies. Of course, over time even two blind 
men can do enormous damage to each other, not to 
speak of the room.”



Rapprochement with China
The ice broken, Kissinger opened top-secret talks with Chi-
nese diplomats. Unbeknownst to anyone, he fl ew to Beijing 
where he arranged for a goodwill tour of China by Nixon 
himself. Only then was the news released: The lifelong 
scourge of Red China would tour the Forbidden City, view 
the Great Wall, and sit down with chopsticks at a Mandarin 
banquet with Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai, drinking toasts 
to Sino-American amity with fi ery Chinese spirits.

Nixon’s meeting with Mao was ceremonial; the chairman 
was quite senile. Zhou, however, who had long advocated 
establishing relations with the United States, was active and 
alert. Two of his protégés, Hua Guofeng (who would suc-
ceed Mao in 1976) and Deng Xiaoping (whom Mao had 
jailed), reassured Nixon that he had calculated correctly in 
making the trip.

Nixon invited Chinese students to study at American uni-
versities and China opened its doors to American tourists, 
who came by the tens of thousands within a few years, clam-
bering up the Great Wall and buying red-ribboned trinkets 
by the ton. American businessmen involved in everything 
from oil exploration to bottling soft drinks flew in, anxious to 
sell American technology and consumer goods in the market 

that had long symbolized the traveling salesman’s ultimate 
territory. The United States dropped its veto of Communist 
China’s claim to China’s seat in the United Nations without 
betraying Taiwan and established a legation in Beijing. In 
1979, the two countries established full diplomatic relations.

Détente
While Chinese leaders, particularly Deng Xiaoping and his 
coterie, had high hopes for American help with economic 
modernization, their chief motive in courting the United 
States was China’s uneasy relations with the Soviet Union. 
They were “playing the America card” in their Cold War.

That was fine with Nixon and Kissinger. By “playing 
the China card”—worrying the one country in the world 
capable of wreaking destruction on America—they ex-
pected the Soviets to seek their own détente—a relax-
ation of  tensions—with the United States. The gambit 
worked. Leonid Brezhnev, a crusty and unimaginative old 
 Bolshevik who had ousted Khruschev from power and re-
versed Khruschev’s destalinization of the Soviet regime, 
was shocked into an untypical flexibility and openness. In 
June 1972, just months after the China trip, he welcomed 
Nixon to Moscow and agreed to open what came to be 

President and Mrs. Nixon at the Great Wall of China. Republican Cold Warriors were flabbergasted that the man who had told them
for a quarter of a century that Communist China was an outlaw nation was sampling Dim Sum and exchanging toasts with Chou 
En-Lai. Longtime liberal advocates of establishing diplomatic relations with China were benumbed by photographs like this one. 

AP
/W

id
e 

W
or

ld
 P

ho
to

s

NIXON-KISSINGER FOREIGN POLICY 805



806 Chapter 49 Presidents on the Griddle

called the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT), the first 
step toward slowing down the arms race since the Kennedy 
 administration.

The photos of Richard M. Nixon clinking champagne 
glasses with little Chinamen in Chairman Mao shirts and 
bear-hugging a grinning Brezhnev, who looked like a bear, 
threw conservative Republicans into a staggering confusion 
that they began to explain by blaming the sinister foreigner 
Kissinger. However, as Nixon understood, only a Republi-
can with impeccable Cold Warrior credentials could have 
accomplished the constructive revolution in international 
affairs that he did. Had a Democratic president done the 
same thing, the entire Republican opposition, Nixon 
among them, would have denounced him as skating close 
to treason.

Shuttle Diplomacy
In 1973, Nixon named Kissinger what he already was in fact: 
secretary of state. For another year, his diplomatic successes 
piled up. His greatest triumph came in the Middle East after 
the Yom Kippur War of 1973, in which Egypt and Syria at-
tacked Israel and, for the fi rst time in the long Arab-Israeli 
confl ict, fought the Israelis to a draw.

Knowing that the Israelis were not inclined to accept less 
than victory, and fearing the consequences of a prolonged 
war in the oil-rich Middle East, Kissinger shuttled frantically 
from Damascus to Cairo to Tel Aviv and back around the 
circle again, carrying proposals and counterproposals in his 
briefcase and head. Unlike Dulles, who had also represented 
the United States on the fly, Kissinger was a sly, flexible, real-
istic, and ingratiating diplomat. He ended the war, winning 
the gratitude of Egyptian President Anwar Sadat while not 
alienating the Israelis.

After 1974, Kissinger was less successful, in part because 
of revived tensions that were not his doing. Leonid Brezhnev 
may have wanted to reduce the chance of a nuclear conflict 
with the United States, but he continued to aid guerrillas in 
Africa and Latin America that, in Kissinger’s view of détente, 
he should have terminated. Cuba’s Fidel Castro, with a large 
army he needed to keep in trim, “loaned” combat troops to 
rebels in several countries, notably Angola in southwestern 
Africa.

Nixon and Kissinger had little choice but to respond by 
aiding anti-Soviet and anti-Cuban Angolans. Liberal Demo-
crats, haunted by Vietnam, joined right-wing Republicans in 
excoriating Kissinger, albeit for different reasons. Liberal at-
tacks on the secretary of state intensified when it was revealed 
that, in 1973, the CIA had covertly aided and may have in-
stigated a military coup in Chile that deposed and murdered 
the democratically elected president Salvador Allende. As in 
Guatemala twenty years earlier, Allende’s only crime was to 
threaten the financial interests of American corporations. 
Unlike in Guatemala, the strongman the CIA helped bring 
to power in Chile, Agostín Pinochet, instituted a brutal re-
gime in which opponents were tortured and murdered by 
the thousands. Neither Kissinger nor Nixon expressed regret 
for the fruits of their intervention.

WATERGATE AND GERALD FORD
When news of the Pinochet connection broke, Kissinger 
was no longer serving Richard M. Nixon. In August 1974, 
 Richard Nixon resigned the presidency in the face of certain 
impeachment and virtually certain conviction. His debacle 
had its beginnings in his campaign for reelection in 1972.

Redefining the Democratic Party
Between 1968 and 1972, representatives of what a conser-
vative judge, Robert Bork, called a “New Class,” acquired 
an infl uence in the Democratic party out of proportion to 
their numbers. The New Class consisted of white, educated, 
middle-class liberals—teachers, professors, a majority of 
college students, many lawyers, social workers, white-collar 
government employees—the same kinds of people who were 
progressives early in the twentieth century. They had little 
interest in the economic issues that, during the New Deal, 
had bound working people to the Democratic party. They 
were sympathetic to African Americans, but in a romantic, 
patronizing way.

Mostly, they were motivated by issues that could seem 
more psychological—self-therapeutic—than political. In a 
trice, they abandoned their hopes for a new age of racial har-
mony with the emergence of the black separatism preached 
by Malcolm X and others and idolized the Black Panthers 
who carried carbines around in a foolish adolescent tableau. 
It is difficult to come up with a better explanation of such a 
turnaround than that of those who mocked them: They felt 
agonizingly guilty for being born white.

The new class supported other groups that made a plau-
sible claim that they were victims of oppression: Mexican 
Americans, Indians, feminist women, homosexuals. They 
were opposed to pretty much every aspect of American for-
eign policy.

In 1972, thanks to new party rules intended to take the 
party away from professional politicians and labor lead-
ers and be more representative of the gender, race, and 
even the sexual orientation of the American population, 
they took virtual control of the party’s nominating con-
vention in Miami. Old-time party stalwarts who had been 
delegates at every convention because they got out the vote 
in  November—big city political machine stalwarts, union 
leaders, those southern “good old boys” who had not already 
gone Republican—found themselves at home watching the 
convention on television because of the McGovern Rules, 
named after the liberal, antiwar senator from South Dakota, 
George  McGovern.

The delegates nominated McGovern and adopted a plat-
form calling for a negotiated end to the Southeast Asian war 
and supporting feminist demands that abortions be made 
freely available to women who wanted them. They would 
have voted to accept homosexuality as an “alternative life 
style” had not McGovern blanched at what that plank would 
do to drive religious, working-class voters to the Republicans 
and scheduled the debate for late at night when few people 
would be watching television.



The Election of 1972
George McGovern was a decent man who tried to distance 
himself from his lifestyle supporters without openly de-
nouncing them. He emphasized his pledge to bring peace 
in Vietnam, to sponsor tax reforms benefi ting middle- and 
lower-income people, and his record of personal integrity as 
contrasted to Nixon’s deviousness.

He never had a chance. Vietnamization had reduced the 
appeal of the antiwar movement. There were no more long 
casualty lists to anger working people whose sons had been 
dying. Virtually no labor unions supported McGovern; most 
Democratic pros sat on their hands. He looked foolish when, 
after saying he stood “1000 percent” behind Senator Thomas 
Eagleton, his vice presidential running mate, it was revealed 
that Eagleton had been treated for depression with electrocon-
vulsive therapy, and he changed his mind and dumped him.

Nixon won 60.8 percent of the popular vote, a swing of 
20 million votes in eight years. He carried every state but 
 Massachusetts (and the District of Columbia). The fact that 
he was a shoo-in from the beginning of the campaign makes 
the surreptitious activities of his Committee to Reelect the 
President (an unwisely selected name: It abbreviated as 
CREEP) and Nixon’s approval of them, impossible to explain 
except as a reflection of a psychology far more abnormal that 
Thomas Eagleton’s depressions. 

Covering Up a Burglary
On June 17, 1972, early in the campaign, Washington police 
arrested fi ve men who were trying to plant electronic eaves-
dropping devices in Democratic party headquarters in an 

upscale apartment and offi ce complex called the Watergate. 
Three of the suspects were on CREEP’s payroll. McGovern 
tried to exploit the incident but got nowhere when Nixon 
and his campaign manager, Attorney General John Mitch-
ell, denied any knowledge of the incident and denounced the 
burglars as common criminals.

Nixon may not have known specifically about the break-in 
in advance. However, when he learned that the burglars had 
acted on orders from his aides, he did not consider turning 
them in or even disciplining them in-house. He instructed 
his staff to dig up money to hush up the men in jail. Two 
of them refused to take the fall. They informed Judge John 
Sirica that they had been working for highly placed officials 
of the administration.

Two reporters for the Washington Post, Robert Woodward 
and Carl Bernstein, made contact with an anonymous in-
formant with the code name “Deep Throat” (the title of a 
popular pornographic movie). Now known to have been a 
disgruntled FBI executive, he fed them inside information 
that led, in increments, to Nixon’s involvement in the cover-
up. A Senate investigating committee headed by Sam Ervin 
of North Carolina picked away at the tangle from yet another 
direction, uncovering other illegal acts and “dirty tricks” au-
thorized by the White House.

A President Run Amok
On Nixon’s personal command, an “enemies list” had been 
compiled. On it were the names of journalists, politicians, in-
tellectuals, and even movie stars who had criticized the presi-
dent. Donald Segretti, a CREEP employee, was put in charge 
of spreading half-truths and lies to discredit the critics. G. 
Gordon Liddy, who was involved in the Watergate break-in, 
had proposed fantastic schemes involving yachts and pros-
titutes to entrap Nixon’s “enemies” in career-ending scan-
dals. The Watergate break-in proved to be just one of several 
White House approved burglaries. Nixon operatives stole the 
medical records of Daniel Ellsberg, a Defense Department 
employee who published confi dential information about the 
prosecution of the war in Vietnam, from Ellsberg’s psychia-
trist’s offi ce. The White House and the Republican party were 
shot through with criminals. When fi ngers were pointed at 
the president himself, Nixon unwisely told an interviewer, 
“When the president does it, that means it is not illegal.”

In the midst of the unfolding scandal, Vice President Agnew 
pleaded no-contest to income tax evasion and charges that 
he had accepted bribes when he was governor of Maryland. 
Agnew resigned in October 1973 and was replaced under 
the six-year-old Twenty-fifth Amendment by Congressman 
 Gerald Ford of Michigan.

Resignation
Then came Nixon’s turn. He had tape-recorded conversations 
in the Oval Offi ce that, after long legal wrangles, he was or-
dered to surrender to the Courts. At least one had been tam-
pered with, but others clearly implicated him in the cover-up. 
Probably just as destructive, the tapes revealed the president 
to be a foulmouth. The transcripts were regularly punctuated 

Persistence
When Nixon ran for reelection in 1972, he became the 
seventh person to run for president three times as the 
nominee of a major party. The seven and the dates of their 
nominations (with years they won in boldface) are

Thomas Jefferson: 1796, 1800, 1804
Andrew Jackson: 1824, 1828, 1832
Henry Clay: 1824, 1832, 1844
Grover Cleveland: 1884, 1888, 1892
William Jennings Bryan: 1896, 1900, 1908
Franklin D. Roosevelt: 1932, 1936, 1940, 1944
Richard M. Nixon: 1960, 1968, 1972

Technically, John Adams ran for president four times. That 
is, while it was intended he be George Washington’s vice 
president in 1788 and 1792, constitutionally, he was a candidate 
for president. Before 1804, there were no vice presidential 
candidates; the presidential candidate who finished second in 
the electoral college became vice president.

Eugene V. Debs was the Socialist party’s presidential 
candidate five times: 1900, 1904, 1908, 1912, and 1920. 
Norman Thomas was the Socialist candidate six times: 
1928, 1932, 1936, 1940, 1944, and 1948.
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From No-No to Everybody’s Doing It

In its basics, traditional American sexual morality was the 
ancient Judaeo-Christian sexual code: Sexual intercourse 
was the privilege of married couples; when indulged in 
by people who were not married it was sinful and socially 
unacceptable. Indeed, during the nineteenth century—the 
Victorian Era—respectable middle-class Americans did not 
mention sex in polite conversation except in euphemisms 
and they condemned frank literature as “scandalous,” not 
to be read by decent people. Bowdlerizers published edi-
tions of Shakespeare and even the Bible (God’s revealed 
word!) from which all sexual references had been deleted.

This prudery no more reflected actual sexual practices 
than laws forbidding theft meant there was no embezzle-
ment or burglary. Illegitimacy was common among work-
ing people and many a proper daughter of the middle class 
had a baby, although as discreetly as her family could afford. 
Catholic nuns and Protestant churches operated “homes” 
where pregnant girls lived in seclusion until they were de-
livered whence their babies were put up for adoption or 
brought home in the guise of an orphaned cousin.

It is, of course, impossible to know how widespread adul-
tery was. Incidents made the newspapers only when an irate 
husband blew the head off the man who had cuckolded 
him, two lovers did away with the superfluous husband, or 
a celebrity cited adultery as grounds in a divorce case.

The old code was tottering at the turn of the twenti-
eth century as the number of economically independent 
young women increased. Living alone or with girlfriends, 
they “dated”—no chaperones. Those for whom the 
sex drive was more powerful than what they recalled of 
 sermons in church experimented. Statisticians have dis-
covered that women born after 1900 indulged in premari-
tal sex far more often than those born during the previous 
decades. Aside from religious teachings, the only powerful 
deterrents to a “liberated” sex life were the fear of preg-
nancy and the fear of venereal disease. Margaret Sanger, a 
nurse who devoted her life to disseminating information 
about birth control and prophylactic devices, was harassed 
by authorities not because she wanted to spare married 
women the constant pregnancies that impoverished them 
and ruined their health—her original motivation—but 
because of the belief that if unmarried girls and women 
learned how to prevent contraception, they would be en-
couraged to lie down in beds where they should not be.

If America’s first “sexual revolution” was well under-
way by 1920, the second began in the 1960s. Antibiotics 
had apparently conquered gonorrhea and syphilis and, in 
1960, G. D. Searle Pharmaceuticals released an oral con-
traceptive for women. The Flower Children, determined 
to break free of all of their parents’ inhibitions, defined the 
“LOVE” on which the counterculture was based as sex on a 
whim with anyone handy. It was pleasurable, natural, and 
therefore good—“groovy.” Hippies enjoyed shocking their 
elders by talking about sex—clinically and endlessly.

Actually, the Victorian gag rule was repealed before the 
“Summer of Love.” A series of Supreme Court decisions in 
the 1950s allowed the publication of books long banned be-
cause they included explicitly described sex. In 1959, D. H. 
Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover was cleared for publica-
tion and sale. In 1966, the Supreme Court okayed publica-
tion of an eighteenth-century pornographic classic, Fanny 
Hill. In 1969, the Court said that a constitutional “right to 
privacy” included the right to possess obscene material.

During the 1970s, casual sex and pornography went 
mainstream. Languishing movie theaters stayed in busi-
ness by running pornographic films; the tidier theaters 
attracted women to come either as dates or in whooping 
groups of friends out on a lark. “Singles bars” explicitly 
advertised themselves as places where one could meet a 
sexual partner for a one-night quickie without folderol. 
“Adult motels” suspended mirrors on ceilings (no tragic 
accidents were reported) in perfumed rooms and pumped 
in pornographic movies on closed-circuit TV. Apartment 
complexes were retooled to accommodate “swinging sin-
gles” with party rooms, saunas, and hot tubs. 

Marriage could hardly remain unaffected. The divorce 
rate soared from 2.5 divorces per 1,000 marriages in 1965 
to 5.3 per 1,000 in 1979. The illegitimate birth rate tripled 
during the 1960s and 1970s, and the number of recorded 
abortions increased at the same rate.

Homosexuals benefited from the relaxation of sexual at-
titudes. It became fashionable for “gays” to “come out of the 
closet,” proclaiming that their sexuality was an integral part of 
their identities as individuals. “Gay” and lesbian groups staged 
colorful parades. They formed lobbies supported by politi-
cally correct liberals to push for laws prohibiting discrimina-
tion against homosexuals in housing and employment.

Heterosexual “swinging” proved to be a fad. Singles bars 
and apartment complexes lost their panache within a year 
or two. Pornographic movie houses closed although more 
because the video cassette recorder and, later, the Internet, 
brought porn into homes where the floors were not sticky.

During the 1980s, mini-epidemics of penicillin-resis-
tant gonorrhea, chlamydia, and herpes, relatively minor 
venereal infections, made the rounds, inhibiting random 
swinging. More serious was a new scourge, acquired im-
mune deficiency syndrome—AIDS—which slowly and ag-
onizingly killed most of its victims. In developed countries 
like the United States (although not in the Third World) 
AIDS was largely a disease of homosexuals, hemophiliacs, 
and intravenous drug users although it threw a scare into 
healthy heterosexuals too.

It is difficult to imagine a reversal of the “sexual revolu-
tion” short of a takeover by a totalitarian government next 
to which Afghanistan’s Taliban would look like a crowd of 
jolly Dutch Uncles. The sex drive is mighty powerful, a fact 
that Victorian moralists showed they clearly understood 
in the zeal with which they attempted to repress it.

How They Lived



with “[Expletive Deleted]” the expletive being obvious enough 
to anyone who had ever been in a men’s locker room.

Why did Nixon not destroy the tapes early in the crisis 
before doing so was a criminal offense? Some insiders said 
he intended to profit by selling them after he retired. Others 
said that, like Lyndon Johnson, his mind cracked. For several 
years, Nixon had been medicating himself with large doses of 
illegally acquired Dilantin, a drug that alleviates anxiety. Sec-
retary of State Kissinger was startled when Nixon asked him 
to kneel with him and pray. (Neither were religious men.) 
Secretary of Defense Schlesinger quietly informed the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff not to carry out any orders from the White 
House until they were cleared with him or Kissinger.

After the House of Representatives Judiciary Committee 
recommended impeaching Nixon, he threw in the towel. On 
August 9, 1974, on national television, he resigned the presi-
dency and flew to his home in San Clemente, California.

A Ford, Not a Lincoln
Gerald Ford had a safe seat in the House from Michigan. He 
rose to be minority leader on the basis of seniority and re-
liable party loyalty. His only ambition, before events made 
him vice president, was to be Speaker. 

Ford was easy to ridicule. He was clumsy and a sometimes 
blank expression made him look stupid. Lyndon Johnson 
said that Ford’s problem was that he played center on the 
University of Michigan football team without a helmet. 
Photographers laid in wait to snap shots of him bumping 
his head on door frames, tumbling down the slopes of the 
Rockies on everything but his skis, and slicing golf balls into 
crowds of spectators.

But Ford’s modesty and forthrightness were a relief after 
 Nixon’s deceit. In his first address as president, he told  Americans 
that fate had given them “a Ford, not a Lincoln.” Democrats 
howled “deal” when Ford pardoned Nixon of all crimes he may 
have committed. But Ford’s justification for the pardon was 
plausible—the nation needed to put Watergate behind it even 
at great costs. Attempts by two deranged California women 
within a few days helped to win sympathy for the first president 
who had not been elected to any national office.

Despite his unusual route to the White House, Gerald 
Ford had no intention of being a caretaker president. But it 
was his misfortune to confront serious problems while an 
important segment of his party plotted against him. The Re-
publican right, now led by former California Governor Ron-
ald Reagan, disliked détente and Nixon’s (now Ford’s) failure 
to launch a frontal attack on government regulation and the 
liberal welfare state.

Running on Half-Empty
The most serious of the woes facing Ford struck at one of 
the basic assumptions of twentieth-century American life: 
Cheap energy was available in unlimited quantities to fuel 
the economy and support the freewheeling lifestyle of the 
middle class.

By the mid-1970s, 90 percent of the American economy 
was generated by burning fossil fuels: coal, natural gas, and 
especially petroleum. Fossil fuels are nonrenewable. Unlike 
food crops and lumber, once they are used, they are gone; 
they cannot be called on again. While experts disagreed 
about the extent of the world’s reserves of coal, gas, and oil, 
no one challenged the obvious fact that one day they would 
be no more.

The United States was by far the world’s biggest user of 
nonrenewable sources of energy. In 1975, while comprising 
6 percent of the world’s population, Americans consumed 
a third of the world’s annual production of oil. Much of it 
was burned to less than basic ends. Americans overheated 
and overcooled their offices and homes. They pumped gaso-
line into a dizzying variety of recreational vehicles, some of 
which brought the roar of the freeway to the wilderness and 
scarred fragile land. American worship of the private auto-
mobile meant that little tax money was spent on public mass 
transit. Consumer goods were packaged in throwaway con-
tainers of glass, metal, paper, and petroleum-based plastics; 
supermarkets wrapped lemons individually and fast-food 

Gerald Ford, the most accidental of presidents, was never elected to 
national office. Ford won widespread affection by not pretending to be 
anything but the plain-spoken and hard-working public servant that 
he had been in Congress. He was harshly criticized when he pardoned 
Richard Nixon in advance of any crimes he might have been guilty. But 
Ford was right to do so, his critics wrong. The country had had enough 
of Nixon, charges, investigations, exposures, and trials. The Watergate 
scandal was, in Ford’s words, a “long national nightmare” best left in 
bed when the sun came up.

Of
fic

ia
l W

hi
te

 H
ou

se
 P

ho
to

WATERGATE AND GERALD FORD 809



810 Chapter 49 Presidents on the Griddle

cheeseburgers were cradled in styrofoam caskets to be dis-
carded within seconds of being handed over the counter. The 
bill of indictment, drawn up by environmentalists, went on, 
but, resisting criticism and satire alike, American consump-
tion increased.

OPEC and the Energy Crisis 
About 60 percent of the oil that Americans consumed in the 
1970s was produced at home, and large reserves remained 
under native ground. But vast quantities of crude were im-
ported, and in October 1973, Americans discovered how 
little control they had over the 40 percent of their oil that 
came from abroad.

The Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) temporarily suspended oil shipments and announced 
the first of a series of big jumps in the price of their product. 
One of their justifications was that the irresponsible consump-
tion habits of the advanced Western nations jeopardized their 
future. If countries like Saudi Arabia and Nigeria continued 
to supply oil cheaply, the consuming nations would continue 
to burn it profligately, thus hastening the day when the wells 
ran dry. On that day, if the oil-exporting countries had not 
laid the groundwork for another kind of economy, they would 
be destitute. Particularly in the Middle East, there were few 

 alternative resources to support fast-growing populations. By 
raising prices, OPEC said, the oil producing nations would 
amass capital with which to build for a future without petro-
leum while encouraging the consuming nations to conserve, 
thus lengthening the era when oil would be available.

It was a good argument, but few Americans were im-
pressed and few greedy dissolutes in the OPEC countries re-
ally believed it. Arab sheiks and Nigerian generals devoted 
more of their windfall profits to building personal palaces 
than to economic development. American motorists knew 
only that, suddenly, they had to wait in long lines to pay un-
precedented prices for gasoline. In big cities and in Hawai’i, 
gasoline for private cars was hardly to be had for weeks.

The price of gas did not climb to levels the Japanese and 
Europeans paid, but it was plenty shocking to people who 
remembered when “two dollars worth” was enough to get 
through the week. Moreover, the prices of goods that con-
sumed oil in their production climbed too. Inflation, al-
ready 9 percent during Nixon’s last year, rose to 12 percent 
under Ford.

Whip Inflation Now!
Nixon’s experiment with wage and price controls had failed. 
Ford’s alternative was a voluntary campaign called “WIN!” 

Several times during the 1970s, gasoline was in such short supply that motorists had to wait in lines for hours to fill up—when filling 
stations had not themselves run dry. There was no gasoline for sale in some cities for days at a time. The entire state of Hawai’i, to 
which all gasoline came by ship, was brought nearly to a halt awaiting tankers from California.
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QUIET CRISIS
Since 1960, every president had been identifi ed with  Congress. 
The day of the governor as presidential candidate seemed to 
have ended with FDR. Governors did not get the national 
publicity that Senators did. Then one-term governor Jimmy 
Carter came out of nowhere to win the Democratic nomi-
nation and the presidency in part because of his lack of an 
association with the federal government (in larger part be-
cause, as a southerner, he carried southern states that had 
been drifting into the Republican column). Without a real 
animus for Gerald Ford, voters were attracted to the idea of 
an “outsider,” which is how Carter presented himself. Once 
he started winning primaries, the media did the rest. When 
television commentators said that there was a bandwagon a-
rolling, American voters knew they had a civic obligation to 
climb aboard.

Inauguration Day, when Carter and his shrewd but unin-
gratiating wife, Rosalyn, walked the length of Pennsylvania 
Avenue, was very nearly the last entirely satisfactory day of 
the Carter presidency. Whether the perspective of time will 
attribute his failure as chief executive to his unsuitability to 
the office, or to the massiveness of the problems he faced, it 

for “Whip Infl ation Now!” He urged Americans to deter in-
fl ation by refusing to buy exorbitantly priced goods and by 
ceasing to demand higher wages. The campaign was ridi-
culed from the start; within a few weeks, Ford quietly retired 
the WIN! button he had been wearing.

He then tightened the money supply in order to slow 
down the economy. The result was the most serious reces-
sion since 1937, with unemployment increasing to 9 percent. 
Ford was stymied by a vicious circle: Slowing inflation meant 
throwing people out of work; fighting unemployment meant 
inflation; trying to steer a middle course meant “stagflation,” 
recession plus inflation.

Early in 1976, polls showed Ford losing to most of the 
likely Democratic candidates. Capitalizing on the news, 
Ronald Reagan launched a well-financed campaign to re-
place him as the party’s candidate. With his control of the 
party organization, Ford beat Reagan at the Republican 
convention, but the economic travails of his two years in 
office took their toll. In November 1976, he lost narrowly 
to an unlikely Democratic candidate, James Earl Carter 
of Georgia, who called himself “Jimmy.” The Democrats 
were back, but the decline in the prestige of the presidency 
continued.

Jimmy Carter’s finest hour. In 1978, he persuaded Egyptian president Anwar Sadat (left) to sign the Camp David Accords establishing 
a process leading to peace between Egypt and Israel. He had to threaten Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin (right) to get him to 
sign. Begin came to Camp David for the sake of appearances. He had no intention of making concessions. Carter should have been 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his remarkable diplomacy at Camp David
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is difficult to imagine historians of the future depicting the 
Carter era other than dolefully.

Peacemaking
Carter had his successes. He defused an explosive situation in 
Central America where Panamanians were protesting Ameri-
can sovereignty in the Panama Canal Zone. The narrow strip 
of U.S. territory bisected the small republic and seemed to 
be an insult in an age when nationalist sensibilities in small 
countries were as touchy as boils.

Most policy makers saw no need to hold on to the canal 
zone. The United States would be able to seize control of 
the canal within hours of an international crisis. In 1978 
the Senate narrowly ratified an agreement with Panama to 
guarantee the permanent neutrality of the canal itself while 
gradually transferring sovereignty and operation of the canal 
to Panama. Ronald Reagan, who began to campaign for the 
presidency as soon as Carter was inaugurated, denounced 
the treaty, but a grass-roots protest never gelled.

Carter’s greatest achievement was his single-handed sal-
vaging of the rapprochement between Israel and Egypt that 
began to take shape in November 1977 when Egyptian Presi-
dent Anwar Sadat risked the enmity of the Arab world by 
calling for peace in the Middle East in a speech to the Israeli 
parliament. Rather than cooperate with Sadat, Israeli Prime 
Minister Menachem Begin, a former terrorist, refused to 
make concessions commensurate with the Egyptian presi-
dent’s high-stakes gamble.

In 1978, Carter brought Sadat and Begin to Camp David, 
the presidential retreat in the Maryland woods outside 
 Washington. Sadat grew so angry with Begin’s hostility that 
he actually packed his suitcases to depart. Although Carter 
could not persuade Begin to agree that the West Bank of the 
Jordan River, which Israel had occupied in 1967, must even-
tually be returned to Arab rule, he did bring the two men 
together. In March 1979, Israel and Egypt signed a treaty.

The End of Détente
While Carter preserved the possibility of peace in the Middle 
East, he scrapped the détente that Nixon, Kissinger, and Ford 
had nurtured. Like Nixon, Carter virtually ignored his fi rst 
secretary of state and looked for guidance on foreign pol-
icy to a White House advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski. He was 
a poor choice. Where Kissinger was a fl exible, even cynical 
 opportunist, Brzezinski was an anti-Soviet ideologue and un-
reconstructed Cold Warrior. A Polish refugee from Commu-
nism, Brzezinski’s hatred of the Soviet Union blinded him to 
opportunities to improve relations between the nuclear su-
perpowers. Moreover, where Kissinger had been a charmer, 
Brzezinski was tactless and crude. The foreign ministers of 
several allies discreetly informed the State Department that 
they would not deal with him.

Carter’s hostility toward the Soviet Union had other 
origins. A deeply religious man, moralistic to the point of 
sanctimony, he denounced the Soviet Union for trampling 
on human rights. In March 1977, Carter set back the Stra-
tegic Arms Limitation Talks with completely new proposals. 
 Eventually, a new SALT-II treaty was negotiated and signed, 

but Carter withdrew it from Senate consideration in De-
cember 1979 when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan to 
prop up a client government. He refused to allow American 
athletes to compete in the 1980 Olympics because they were 
held in Moscow. Détente was dead.

Plus C’est la Même Chose
Infl ation continued to worsen, rising almost to 20 percent 
in 1980. By the end of the year, $1 bought what, in 1940, 15¢ 
took home. Half of the collapse in purchasing power had oc-
curred during the 1970s.

Carter could not be faulted for the ongoing energy crisis. 
After the crunch of 1974, Americans became more energy 
conscious, replacing their big “gas guzzlers” with more-
 efficient smaller cars. Even this sensible turn contributed to 
the nation’s economic woes, however. American automobile 
manufacturers had repeatedly refused to develop small cars 
except, briefly, during the 1960s when the German-made 
Volkswagen “Beetle” grabbed a big slice of the new car mar-
ket. When gasoline prices soared during the 1970s, Ford, 
General Motors, and Chrysler had nothing to compete with 
Japanese imports: Toyotas, Datsuns, and Hondas. The auto-
mobile buyer’s dollars sailed across the Pacific.

In 1979, oil consumption was higher than ever, and a 
higher proportion of it was imported than in 1976.  American 
oil refiners actually cut back on domestic production, which 
led many people to wonder if the crisis was genuine or just a 
cover under which the refiners reaped bloated profits. They 
did; as prices soared, the oil companies paid huge dividends 
to stockholders

The price of electricity rose by 200 percent. Utility compa-
nies called for the construction of more nuclear power plants 
in anticipation of even higher rate increases. But Americans 
had become apprehensive about nuclear energy following 
an accident and near-catastrophe at the Three Mile Island 
nuclear plant near Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, and the release, 
at about the same time, of The China Syndrome, a film that 
portrayed an unnervingly similar accident.

When It Rains It Pours
Personally, Carter was embarrassed by his aides, his family, 
and his own boners. He had surrounded himself with cronies 
from Georgia who did not or would not understand capital et-
iquette and ritual. Banker Bert Lance, whom Carter wanted as 
budget director, was tainted by irregular loan scams. Ambas-
sador to the United Nations Andrew Young foolishly met with 
leaders of the terrorist Palestine Liberation Organization that 
the United States did not recognize. Carter had to fi re him.

Journalists, stimulated by the role reporters had played 
in exposing the Watergate scandal, leapt on trivia—a Carter 
aide tipsy in a cocktail lounge; the president’s “down-home” 
brother Billy’s ignorant opinions—to embarrass the presi-
dent. The religious Carter foolishly told an interviewer for 
Playboy magazine, “I’ve looked on a lot of women with lust. 
I’ve committed adultery in my heart many times.” In 1980, 
with Carter’s presidency on the line, his mother told a re-
porter, “Sometimes when I look at all my children, I say to 
myself, ‘Lillian, you should have stayed a virgin.’”
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Chapter 50

Morning in America
The Age of Reagan 1980–1992

I have long believed there was a divine plan that placed this land here to be found by 
people of a special kind, that we have a rendezvous with destiny. Yes, there is a spirit 
moving in this land and a hunger in the people for a spiritual revival. If the task I 
seek should be given to me, I would pray only that I could perform it in a way that 
would serve God.

—Ronald Reagan

and popular pro-American ruler. Jimmy Carter, in a mo-
ment he came to rue, called Iran an “island of stability” in 
the  chaotic Middle East.

In fact, the shah was unpopular. His secular moderniza-
tion policies enriched the Westernized middle and upper 
classes of Teheran, but they did little for the impoverished 
peasant population and made bitter enemies of the nation’s 
imams, mullahs, and ayatollahs, Muslim clergy whose hold 
on the religious masses depended on their backwardness. 
Instead of combating their influence by improving the 
peasantry’s lives, the shah used his secret police to harass 
and imprison the leaders of the clergy and everyone else 
who criticized his regime. He attempted to loosen the hold 
of the mullahs on the peasants by emphasizing Iran’s pre-
Islamic greatness as the empire of Persia. The campaign 
was a miserable failure among illiterate peasants who were 
interested in rainfall and the price they were paid for their 
wheat, not in ancient history.

The Iranian Tragedy
Late in 1978, Iran was thrown into turmoil by riots and 
strikes. The secret police were overwhelmed. When agents 
of the secret police were identifi ed, they were murdered. 
In February 1979, the Ayatollah (“Sign of God”) Ruhollah 
 Khomeini, the leader of Iran’s Muslim clergy, returned from 
a fourteen-year exile to take charge of a coalition of the shah’s 
enemies. Khomeini was a scholar and a virtually medieval 
reactionary. He taught that God willed that Muslim states 
should be theocracies; that is, they should be governed by 

J
immy Carter won the 1976 election because of re-
gional pride. He was the first presidential candidate 
from the South since 1848 and carried every former 
 Confederate state except Virginia. Even then, his ma-
jority in the electoral college was a narrow 297 to 240. 

Had the right wing Ronald Reagan been the Republican 
nominee instead of moderate Gerald Ford, Carter would 
probably have lost. Every southern state Carter won had 
voted Republican four years earlier and, except for Georgia, 
would do so again in 1980.

The Republican right wing could read the numbers. Al-
though Reagan would be pushing 70 in 1980, they began 
to lay the foundations for his candidacy soon after Carter’s 
 inauguration. For four years, Reagan sniped at almost every 
Carter policy. In the end, his industrious promotion of 
 himself was unnecessary. He had help in discrediting Carter 
from the least likely of places—Iran.

THE AYATOLLAH AND
THE ACTOR
Iran was important to American oil companies, but it was 
not a country about which ordinary Americans thought very 
much. The shah of Iran, Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, had been 
a hot item in gossip columns late in the 1950s when he di-
vorced his beautiful wife, Princess Soraya, because she could 
not bear children. Since then, about all Americans knew 
about him was what they were told, that he was an  effective 



clerics like him according to sharia law, religious law as laid 
down in Islam’s holy book, the Koran. He was anti-Christian, 
anti-Jewish, and anti-Ba’hai, a tiny sect elsewhere but with 
numerous believers in Iran. He banned everything from por-
nography to Hollywood fi lms and rock and roll music.

The shah concluded that his day was done and fled the 
country, residing briefly in Egypt and Europe. Hoping to 
have friendly relations with the Ayatollah, President Carter 
refused to admit the shah to the United States as a political 
refugee. However, when the shah asked for permission to visit 
the United States for treatment of a cancer that was a termi-
nal, Carter granted him a visa on humanitarian grounds.

That was enough to infuriate rabidly militant Iranian 
university students who stormed and seized the American 
embassy in Teheran, taking fifty Americans hostage. For 
more than a year, they languished in isolation while Carter, 
through intermediaries, searched for a diplomatic solution 
that would win their release. He got nowhere. The kidnap-
pers themselves were not particularly religious, but  Khomeini, 
in the midst of his campaign to cleanse the country religiously, 
found the hostage issue valuable in maintaining power. Carter 
authorized a raid to rescue them that was probably doomed 
from the start to fail; as usual, the CIA’s information of the cap-
tives’ whereabouts was wrong. But the raid was a fiasco from 

Diplomats and embassy employees 
held hostage by students in Teheran. 
They were separated, moved from 
place to place, lived sometimes in 
filth, and were mistreated for a 
year for no reason other than their 
captors’ desire to humiliate the 
United States.
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the start when two American helicopters collided outside of 
the capital.

Not until January 20, 1981, the day he handed the presi-
dency over to Ronald Reagan, were the hostages released. Not 
without reason, Khomeini believed that the new president 
was capable of dropping nuclear bombs on the country.

The Campaign of 1980
Carter easily beat back a challenge for the Democratic 
presidential nomination by Massachusetts Senator Edward 
 Kennedy. Ronald Reagan defeated moderate Republicans 
George H. W. Bush and Congressman John Anderson in the 
primary elections. Anderson criticized Reagan as a reckless 
warmonger. Bush attacked Reagan’s bizarre economic pro-
posals—increased spending on the military plus reduced 
taxes plus a balanced budget—as “voodoo economics.” 
When it became clear that Reagan would be nominated, 
Anderson announced that he would run as an independent. 
He hoped to attract moderate Republicans and Democrats 
disillusioned with the hapless Carter. His candidacy worried 
Reagan’s political handlers enough that they named Bush, a 
moderate, as Reagan’s running mate.

Rather than attack Carter’s handling of the hostage cri-
sis head-on—which might have aroused sympathy for the 
 president—Reagan criticized his foreign policy in generali-
ties. He hammered on America’s low prestige abroad, attrib-
uting it to Carter’s “softness.” He condemned Carter’s transfer 
of the Panama Canal Zone to Panama. He promised a massive 
military buildup and the will to use force in order to end the 
slide of American influence, prestige, and pride. Domestically, 
Reagan had a ready-made issue in the weak economy, shaky 
throughout Carter’s presidency. He said he would strengthen 
it by reducing regulation of business which, he said, had de-
stroyed initiative. And (now with George Bush’s concurrence) 
he promised rich rewards from voodoo economics.

Fundamentalist preachers turned politician, like the 
 Reverends Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson, put together a 
loosely organized army of fundamentalist Christian “ward 
heelers” to get out the vote and PACs (Political Action Com-
mittees) to raise money. They assailed the liberal social and 
cultural policies that they blamed for a decline in morality. 
Falwell’s PAC, the “Moral Majority” blamed the Democrats 
for everything from the high divorce rate to the increase of 
violent crime in big cities.

The Democrats Routed
Pollsters predicted a close election. Several speculated that the 
winner would be determined in California, the last big state 
to report returns. In fact, the election of 1980 was over two 
hours before the polls closed on the West Coast. Reagan won 
an electoral college landslide, 489 votes to just 49 for Carter. 
He won 43.9 million popular votes to Carter’s 35.5 million, 
with 5.7 million going to John Anderson. Apparently, many 
voters simply lied to the pollsters, perhaps embarrassed to 
admit they were going to vote for a movie star.

Reagan had blown the half-century-old Democratic party 
coalition into smithereens. The white South had been gone 

since 1968. In 1980, the Irish-American and Italian- American 
vote in the northern states, always dependably Democratic, 
went to Reagan. In all but three states, slavic Americans voted 
 Republican. Jews, 80 percent Democratic two decades earlier, 
split evenly, as did members of labor unions. Reagan won 
60 percent of the elderly who were expected to vote Democratic 
in order to protect their social security. For liberals, the most 
painful wound was the fact that young voters—the “youth” that 
liberal intellectuals had ennobled as the nation’s idealistic van-
guard since the 1960s—cast 60 percent of their votes for the 
elderly Republican candidate.

The political earthquake extended beyond the presidential 
election. The Moral Majority’s PACs defeated the half dozen 
liberal Democratic senators they had targeted, including 
1972 presidential nominee George McGovern. For the first 
time in nearly thirty years, the Republicans had a majority 
in the Senate. The Democrats still held the House. However, 
several conservative Democrats, stunned by the results of the 
election, announced that they would support the president’s 
program. A new era had begun.

THE REAGAN REVOLUTION
Reagan would be 78 in 1989 when he left the White House for 
his ranch in Santa Barbara. He was the oldest person ever to 
hold the post. A few years after his retirement, he was struck 
down by Alzheimer’s disease. Looking back on his presidency, 
some pundits said they detected early signs of his mental de-
cline even then. And yet, this elderly actor stamped his per-
sonality and his values on the 1980s as indelibly as Franklin D. 
Roosevelt had impressed his on the 1930s and 1940s.

Bonzo
Liberals made fun of Ronald Reagan’s movie career, particularly 
a film featuring a chimpanzee, Bedtime for Bonzo. In fact, the 
president had been a competent actor and never apologized 
for loving Hollywood. He even had the last laugh about Bedtime 
for Bonzo. When a reporter asked him to autograph a publicity 
photo of him and the chimp, he wrote underneath his signature, 
“I’m the one with the watch.”

Man of the Decade
“He has no dark side,” an aide said of Reagan, “What you see 
is what you get.” Americans had seen a lot of Ronald  Reagan 
for more than forty years. He appeared in fi fty-four fi lms 
during the 1930s and 1940s, often as the lead. During the 
1950s, he was the host of a popular television show. Long 
interested in politics—as a young man he was a New Deal 
liberal—Reagan was drawn to Goldwater conservatism. 
Funded by Republican businessmen, he became the most 
eloquent and popular speaker on the party’s “rubber chicken” 
banquet circuit. He was governor of California between 1967 



and 1975 and learned how to talk a more extreme game than 
he actually played.

Few people who knew Reagan personally disliked him. He 
may have been a zealot, but his manner was avuncular and 
good natured. Lobbyists for liberal causes like the wilderness 
preservation movement found a more congenial listener in 
Reagan than in the dour, suspicious Carter (although no bet-
ter a friend).

He was a master of the uplifting sound bite: “The differ-
ence between an American and any other person is that the 
American lives in anticipation of the future because he knows 
what a great place it will be.” He was a cheerful raconteur, a 
walking People magazine with his treasury of show-business 
stories. He conveyed his good nature to audiences of thou-
sands, small groups gathered in a parlor, and television view-
ers. He won the affection of some of his critics when, shortly 
after his inauguration, he was shot in the chest by a unbal-
anced young man—narrowly escaping death—and cracked 
jokes as he was lifted to the operating table. Reagan was called 
“the Great Communicator” for his ability to sell himself and 
his policies. He was also known as “the Teflon president.” He 
was so well liked personally that nothing messy or damag-
ing stuck to him, neither his own poor decisions, nor an ad-
ministration that was riddled with scandal, nor when former 
aides wrote books ridiculing him.

The criticisms that did not stick to Reagan were  legion. After 
a lifetime comfortable in the moral Babylon of  Hollywood, 
he presented himself as a born-again Christian to accommo-
date fundamentalist voters. And he got away with it. More 
than a hundred highly placed officials in his administration 
were accused of misconduct. Most resigned. Some went to 
jail. Reagan’s popularity rating remained steady. An exasper-
ated liberal pundit, Garry Wills, found the right word to de-
scribe what he saw when he said that Reagan had “ bedazzled” 
the nation.

Reshaping the Supreme Court
Like other conservatives, Reagan believed that the Supreme 
Court had betrayed its constitutional mandate by becoming 
result-oriented, that the Court ignored constitutional stric-
tures in order to legislate a liberal political agenda. During 
his eight years in offi ce, a series of vacancies allowed him to 
continue the slow transformation of the Court that Richard 
Nixon had begun. (Carter appointed no justices.)

Reagan’s first appointee was Sandra Day O’Connor of 
Arizona, a protegée of Nixon’s most conservative appointee, 
William Rehnquist. By naming the first woman on the Court, 
Reagan snookered feminists, all of them Democrats; they 
had no choice but to applaud O’Connor’s victory over the 
gender gap while Reagan added a conservative to the Court. 

Sandra Day O’Connor, the first woman to sit on the Supreme Court, with President Reagan and Chief Justice Warren Burger. O’Connor 
was expected to be a dependable conservative vote on the Court. Most of the time, but not always, she was.
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In 1986, Reagan promoted Rehnquist to chief justice and ap-
pointed Antonin Scalia, an archconservative with a biting 
writing style, to the Court. Only in 1988, at the end of his 
term, did a Reagan nominee fail confirmation by the Senate. 
The Senate found Robert Bork, a talented jurist and superior 
Constitutional scholar, too political in his judgments. A re-
placement nominee, a conservative mediocrity, was dumped 
for the rather trivial reason that he had smoked marijuana 
while in law school.

Reaganomics
Reagan’s steady increase in popularity owed partly to good 
luck. Some of the problems that had hobbled Ford and Carter 
resolved themselves after 1980. A vicious eight-year war be-
tween Iran and Iraq prevented the Ayatollah from vexing the 
United States. The senility of the corrupt and unimaginative 
Soviet premier Leonid Brezhnev and, after his death in 1982, 
three years of geriatric caretaker leadership, left the Soviet 
Union with little direction until 1985. OPEC, which had dic-
tated world energy prices during the 1970s, fell apart, and the 
retail cost of gasoline declined.

But the keystone of Reagan’s popularity was the fact that 
his presidency was a time of fitfully increasing prosperity. 
The good times, Reagan believed, were due to his economic 
policy, which critics called “Reaganomics.”

Reaganomics was based on the “supply-side” theories of 
economist Arthur Laffer. Laffer advocated cuts in the taxes 
of the wealthy as the means of stimulating economic growth. 
The wealthy would invest their windfalls in productive busi-
nesses whereas middle-class and, even more so, working-class 
people would spend their tax savings on consumer goods. 
That was fine, but the key to economic recovery was the infu-
sion of capital into the economy. Growth meant more jobs. 
The formerly unemployed would no longer need public as-
sistance (enabling government to reduce spending on social 
programs) and they would begin to pay taxes, making up for 
reductions in the upper brackets. Greater tax revenues would 
enable Reagan to balance the budget while increasing mili-
tary spending, both of which he had promised.

Prosperity in Practice
Democratic politicians who had not slept through their col-
lege history courses pointed out that Reaganomics was the 
“trickle-down” economics of the Coolidge era with a new 

name. Reagan was not impressed and, at his behest, Congress 
reduced taxes by 25 percent over three years. The windfall, 
for those in the upper brackets, was substantial. An upper-
middle-class family making $75,000 a year (about $173,000 
today) paid federal income taxes of 52.9 percent during the 
1950s and 39.3 percent during the 1970s. In 1985, after the 
Reagan tax cut, such a family was taxed only 29.6 percent of 
its income. The rich did even better. The average tax bill for 
an annual income of $500,000–$1 million in 1981 ($1.2–$2.4 
million today) was $301,072. By the time Reagan left offi ce it 
was $166,066, proportionately less than a waiter in Western 
Europe paid. People with multimillion dollar incomes saved 
multiple millions.

Government revenues dropped by $131 billion, which 
 Reagan said he would make up by slashing expenditures on 
bureaucracy and social programs. He cut 37,000 jobs from the 
federal payroll and reduced spending on education, medical 
research, food stamps for the poor, and other programs insti-
tuted during the 1960s. Federal spending on low-income hous-
ing dropped from $32 billion in 1980 to $7 billion in 1988.

The Deficit Mushrooms
Reaganomics did not work quite as Arthur Laffer predicted. 
Much of the tax break went not into investment but into 
consumption. By 1986, investment in manufacturing was 
only 1 percent higher than it had been in the recession year 
of 1982 while sales of high-end homes boomed. Luxury im-
ports such as Mercedes-Benz automobiles soared. Americans 
even imported drinking water; Perrier, a bottled French min-
eral water, became a mania. The image of a ship crossing the 
Atlantic burning tons of unrenewable fossil fuels with a hold 
full of water was mind-boggling although there is no evi-
dence it intruded on the minds of many.

The money to feed the consumption binge and compen-
sate for the failure of Americans to invest came from abroad. 
West German, Japanese, and Arab investors bought prime 
real estate, control of corporations, and U.S. Treasury bonds 
in huge blocks. The United States, the world’s creditor na-
tion when Reagan took office, became the world’s biggest 
debtor. In 1981, foreigners owed Americans $2,500 for each 
 American family of four. By 1989, the United States owed 
foreigners $7,000 for each family of four.

The greatest financial irony of the Reagan years was the 
growth in the federal deficit, the annual increase in the 
government’s debt. Since the 1930s, the Republican party’s 
conservatives, from Robert Taft through Barry Goldwater to 
Reagan, had said that big-spending Democrats would drive 
the government into bankruptcy. Reagan dramatized the 
issue by calling for a constitutional amendment mandating 
a balanced budget.

All the while, his administration borrowed and spent at lev-
els that smashed all records. In 1981, the federal government 
owed $738 billion, about 26¢ on each dollar produced and 
earned in the United States that year. In 1989, the debt was 
$2.1 trillion, about 43¢ on each dollar produced and earned. 
Reagan borrowed more money in eight years than thirty-nine 
previous presidents had borrowed in two centuries.

Who’s Got What?
In 1929, the year of the Great Crash, the richest 1 percent of 
Americans owned 44 percent of the nation’s net household 
wealth. This lopsided distribution of wealth was believed to 
have been a major cause of the economic crisis of the 1930s.

By 1976, the richest 1 percent’s share of the nation’s wealth 
had been reduced to 20 percent. By 1989, the year Ronald 
Reagan left office, the top 1 percent owned 48 percent of the 
nation’s net wealth, more than in 1929.



Deregulation
Since the New Deal, the federal government had regulated 
important aspects of national economic life. This regula-
tion, Reagan said, discouraged the spirit of enterprise. As 
president, he weakened the regulatory apparatus in several 
ways. He abolished some agencies and cut the budgets of 
others. To head other offi ces, he appointed offi cials who 
deliberately neglected to do what their jobs mandated. Air-
lines, trucking companies, banks, and stock brokers found 
there were fewer federal watchdogs apt to drop in and ask 
to see the books.

Profits increased. Airlines that had been required to main-
tain little-used routes as a public service closed them and 
raised fares on crowded air lanes. In 1981, a person could 
fly from San Francisco to Los Angeles for $36. In 1989, the 
same ticket cost $148. Getting from big cities to small ones by 
air became extremely expensive, when it was possible. By the 
hundreds, small towns that had boasted regularly scheduled 
flights to cities with major airports lost them. Consumer ad-
vocates claimed that the deregulated airlines routinely sent 
unsafe planes and unqualified pilots aloft. Similar criticisms 
were made of the condition of large trucks and the qualifica-
tions of truck drivers. Serious accidents involving monstrous 
“semis” increased during the decade.

Several of Reagan’s appointees to environmental agencies 
openly despised “tree huggers,” their name for conservation 
and environmentalist activists. The head of the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency (EPA), Ann Burford, was forced to re-
sign in 1983 when it was revealed she had actively interfered 
with the enforcement of EPA regulations. Reagan’s secretary 
of the interior, James Watt of Colorado, formerly the head of 
an anticonservation group known as “Sagebrush Rebels,” 
opened wilderness areas to mining companies and tried to 
open protected scenic coastline to offshore oil drillers.

On the issue of the environment alone, anti-Reagan 
forces grew in influence. The Wilderness Society had 48,000 
members in 1981, 240,000 in 1989. The Natural Resources 
Defense Council increased its membership from 85,000 to 
170,000. The World Wildlife Fund had 60,000 members in 
1982, 1 million in 1990. The Sierra Club and Audubon So-
ciety made similar gains. Reagan was nonplussed. He even 
vetoed a Clean Water Act aimed at stopping the dumping of 
toxic industrial wastes.

Finance Run Amok
Deregulation of fi nancial institutions led to irresponsible 
and sometimes corrupt practices in “thrifts,” better known as 
savings and loan associations. Formerly restricted to making 
loans on real estate, deregulation permitted them to function 
like savings banks, even offering checking accounts. Presented 
with opportunities to cash in on big profi ts that was impos-
sible when they were restricted to home mortgages, savings 
and loans plunged into risky investments. In 1988 alone, 135 
savings and loans had to be bailed out or closed by the Fed-
eral Savings and Loan Insurance Corporation (FSLIC) that 
insured them largely with tax money.

Before the Reagan deregulation, however, the FSLIC and 
the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) (which 
insured savings accounts in banks) had been required to 
enforce strict management standards to qualify for the in-
surance. During the Reagan years, supervision was virtually 
nil and shoddy practices multiplied. One of the sons of vice 
president George H. W. Bush was the beneficiary of transac-
tions that would not have been allowed before deregulation. 
An energy company paid him $120,000 during a year the 
company was losing $12 million. The company also loaned 
him $180,000 at low interest to buy stock in the company. 
Then, one week before the huge losses were announced and 
the price of the company’s stock dropped by 60 percent, Bush 
Jr. sold his shares for $850,000.

The champion financial wheeler-dealer of the 1980s was 
Michael Milken, who sold deregulated savings and loans bil-
lions of dollars in “junk bonds,” loans that promised to pay 
extremely high interest because conservative investors would 
not touch them. Milken pocketed $550 million in commis-
sions. He went too far and did not have a father who was 
vice president; he went to jail. So did several prominent Wall 
Street wheeler-dealers. Freed of close supervision by the Se-
curities and Exchange Commission (SEC), more than a few 
stockbrokers turned to outright fraud. By paying bribes to 
executives of large corporations, they learned before the 
public of important decisions that would affect the value of 
stocks. Using this insider information, they bought and sold 
shares at immense profit.

The Reagan administration continued to approve corpo-
rate mergers and takeovers that did little but enrich a few 
individuals at the expense of middle-class shareholders. In 
1970, there had been 10 corporate reshufflings (mergers, 
takeovers) paying fees of $1 million or more to those who ar-
ranged them. In 1980, there were 94. In 1986, there were 346. 
In 1988, the Reagan administration approved a deal between 
tobacco giant R. J. Reynolds and the Nabisco Company de-
spite the fact that even the principals admitted, the conse-
quences of the merger would be higher prices for consumers, 
fewer jobs, and personal profits of $10 million for a handful 
of top shareholders.

The Election of 1984
In 1984, Walter Mondale of Minnesota, vice president under 
Jimmy Carter, won the Democratic party presidential nomi-
nation by beating back challenges from Senator Gary Hart 
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In 1983, the United States spent 57¢ per capita on public 
broadcasting compared to $10 per capita in Japan, $18 in 
Great Britain, and $22 in Canada. In the private sector, the 
cost of making one episode of a cops-and-robbers program, 
Miami Vice, was $1.5 million. The annual budget of the real 
vice squad in the city of Miami, a major clearing house for 
illegal drugs, was $1.1 million.
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of Colorado and Reverend Jesse Jackson, a civil rights ac-
tivist. Jackson was a mesmerizing orator in the tradition of 
the black churches in which he, like Martin Luther King, 
had been an ordained minister. Hart had managed George 
McGovern’s presidential campaign and remained popular 
among the young, educated, and generally affl uent Demo-
crats who had voted for McGovern and continued to think 
more in terms of “soft” personal issues rather than the “hard” 
working-class issues of the old Democratic party.

Mondale, who was an old-line New Deal Democrat, hoped 
that labor union and African American support and his ex-
ploitation of the “sleaze factor,” the corruption in the Reagan 
administration, would be enough to help him overcome the 
president’s personal popularity. But he was unable to bring 
back the traditionally Democratic voters who had gone for 
Reagan in 1980. The Republicans depicted Mondale as a pork-
barrel politician, promising something to every constituent 
group. His play to win over Hart’s supporters by naming a 
congresswoman, Geraldine Ferraro, as his running mate, made 
little political sense. Feminists were not apt to vote Republican 
under any circumstances and Republican women were not 
moved by Mondale’s ham-handed appeals to “sisterhood.”

Reagan’s popularity was at flood tide in 1984. He won by a 
landslide, carrying 59 percent of the vote and every state ex-
cept Mondale’s Minnesota and the District of Columbia. He 
announced that the theme of his second term was “Morning 
in America.”

FOREIGN POLICY IN THE
EIGHTIES
Reagan was a hard-line Cold Warrior. In 1982, he called  Russia 
an “evil empire. . . . the focus of evil in the world.” In 1985, he 
promulgated the Reagan Doctrine, warmed-over John Foster 
Dulles. The United States would support anti- Communist 
struggles everywhere in the world. Before he left offi ce in 
1989, however, Reagan scored a major breakthrough in nu-
clear arms reduction and set the stage for a rapprochement 
between the United States and the Soviet Union that went be-
yond the Nixon-Kissinger détente he had once criticized.

South Africa and the Middle East
Reagan criticized South African apartheid (strict segrega-
tion of races), but he resisted calls for economic sanctions 
that many believed would force a change in South Africa. He 
continued to support rebels in Angola who were fi ghting a 
Soviet-backed government defended by Cuban troops.

Reagan continued Jimmy Carter’s policy of aiding anti-
Russian guerrillas in Afghanistan despite the fact that they 
were Muslim fundamentalists similar to those who had 
swept Khomeini to power in Iran. In 1983, he sent marines 
to Lebanon, which was torn by a multisided civil war. When 
a suicide bomber driving an explosive-laden truck killed 241 
sleeping marines, he withdrew the force. His Teflon worked 
as ever. Reagan was not widely criticized either for sending 
the marines to Lebanon or for withdrawing them in failure.

In 1986, Reagan won applause by bombing Libya. The 
 Libyan leader, Muammar Qadaffi, had long been suspected 
of financing terrorists. When American intelligence claimed 
to have evidence of a direct link between Qadaffi and ter-
rorists in West Germany, American bombers raided several 
Libyan cities. Public opinion was favorable.

Central America
In October 1983, the president ordered a surprise occupa-
tion of Grenada, a tiny Caribbean island republic of 110,000 
people. Grenada was in chaos after the assassination of a 
Marxist president. Reagan justifi ed the intervention on the 
grounds that about 1,000 Americans (many of them medi-
cal students) lived on Grenada and that there was a Cuban 
military presence left over from the Marxist regime. The 
Cuban soldiers turned out to be construction workers, but 
the American residents were real.

Nicaragua was under the control of leftists calling them-
selves “Sandinistas” after a national hero. Openly committed 
to overthrowing the regime, the Reagan administration sub-
sidized a guerrilla army known as the contras (those against). 
Humanitarian groups and liberals, including a large number 
of Democratic congressmen, said that by keeping the con-
tras alive, the United States was perpetuating turmoil and 
misery in a country that had known little prosperity since it 
lost the transoceanic canal to Panama. Other critics said that 
the contras were reactionary and anti-democratic. Still oth-
ers feared that the United States would become involved in 
another quagmire like Vietnam. Beginning in October 1984, 
a worried Congress attached the Boland Amendments to 
several bills authorizing money for foreign aid. The Boland 
Amendment explicitly forbade U.S. aid to the contras.

The Iran-Contra Affair
Reagan had no intention of abandoning the contras. As if he 
had never heard about what Watergate had done to Nixon, 
he told his aides “to fi gure out a way to take action.” They 
embarked on a bizarre adventure that mocked the president’s 
depiction of international affairs as a struggle between good 
and evil. Two National Security Advisors, Robert  McFarlane 
and John Poindexter, and a marine colonel, Oliver North, 
secretly sold eighteen Hawk missiles to the Ayatollah 
 Khomeini’s Iran. Some of the profi ts from the deal simply 
disappeared into someone’s pocket. The balance was given 
to the contras.

How deeply Defense Secretary Weinberger and the presi-
dent were involved in the affair was never clearly determined. 
Weinberger was indicted for withholding information and 
Reagan changed the story of his involvement several times. 
He had either sanctioned violation of the Boland law—an 
impeachable crime, like Nixon’s— or he did not know what 
was going on in his administration.

Liberals screamed bloody murder. But Ronald Reagan was 
no ordinary political target. Times were good; stocks and real 
estate values were rising; football players were better than 
ever; and television entertainers brought tears and laughter 
nightly into American living rooms. To the bewilderment of 



the Democrats, the public took little interest in the issue. In-
deed, after being convicted in 1989 on three criminal counts, 
Oliver North went on in 1994 to lose an election to the  Senate 
from Virginia by a very narrow margin.

Changing Policies
Even before the Iran-Contra affair made the news, Reagan’s 
foreign policy underwent some abrupt changes. Rather than 
defend an anti-Communist dictator in Haiti in 1986, Ameri-
can agents played an important role in persuading him to 
go into exile. The United States also played a key role in the 
ouster of the pro-American but abysmally corrupt president 
of the Philippines, Ferdinand Marcos. When Marcos de-
clared himself the victor in a disputed election, riots broke 
out throughout the country. Fearing a civil war, the United 
States supported his opponent, Corazon Aquino. Marcos 
was given asylum in Hawai’i.

Reagan was unsuccessful in his attempt to eliminate Manuel 
Noriega, the military dictator of Panama. Evidence  indicated 
that Noriega was deeply involved in smuggling cocaine and 
other drugs to the United States. He was indicted in the 

United States, and Reagan cut off the flow of American dol-
lars to Panama. However, Noriega’s hold on the Panamanian 
army was strong, and he rallied public support by baiting the 
United States, always a crowd-pleaser in Latin America.

Weapons Buildup
The most important of Reagan’s foreign policy shifts was 
in his dealings with the Soviet Union. Calling the SALT-II 
treaty a “one-way street” with Americans making all the con-
cessions to the Soviets, he refused to submit it to the Senate 
for ratifi cation. In 1986, Reagan announced that the United 
States would no longer be bound by SALT-I.

In the meantime, the president had sponsored the greatest 
peacetime military buildup in the nation’s history, spending 
$2 trillion on both old and new weapons systems. Battleships 
were taken out of mothballs and put to sea despite the fact 
that they could be sunk by a cheap missile that was in the 
armories of a dozen nations. Reagan revived the MX missile, 
which he renamed the Peacekeeper. When it was announced 
that the Peacekeepers were to be installed in old Minuteman 
missile silos, critics said Reagan was just pumping money 
into the treasuries of defense contractors or he was planning 
a first strike against the Soviets. It was well known that the 
Russians had the Minuteman sites targeted. The Peacekeep-
ers were useless unless they were fired in a surprise attack.

In 1983, Pershing II missiles were installed in West 
 Germany from where they could hit Soviet targets in five 
minutes. The Russians responded by increasing their strik-
ing capability. A new arms race was underway. By 1985, the 
two superpowers had more than 50,000 nuclear warheads 
between them.

The most controversial of Reagan’s weapons proposals was 
SDI, the Strategic Defense Initiative, known as “Star Wars” 
after a popular movie. In theory, SDI was a system by which 
satellites orbiting the earth would be equipped with lasers 
fired at missiles by computer. Reagan claimed that the system 
would create an umbrella preventing a successful missile at-
tack on the United States.

Some critics of Star Wars said that SDI simply would 
not work: Low-flying missiles and planes would be unaf-
fected by lasers from space. Financiers worried that the as-
tronomical costs of the project would bankrupt the United 
States. Antiwar groups said that SDI was an offensive, not a 

Nancy Reagan was ridiculed because of her enamoration with 
fashionable clothing and her belief in astrology, which was exposed 
late in her husband’s presidency. She was devoted without reservation 
to her husband and his posterity. Some White House aides said that 
her influence was the key to the president’s startling abandonment 
of saber-rattling in favor of advocating disarmament, that it was 
Mrs. Reagan who understood that presidents who furthered peace 
were remembered more favorably than warmongers.
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Cut-Throat Competition
In 1984, the Defense Department paid General Dynamics 
$7,417 for an alignment pin that cost 3¢ at a hardware store, 
McDonnell-Douglas $2,043 for a nut a handyman could buy 
for 13¢, Pratt and Whitney $118 for a 22¢ plastic stool leg 
cover, and Hughes Aircraft $2,543 for a $3.64 circuitbreaker. 
A congressman went to a hardware store and purchased the 
twenty-two tools in a standard issue military repair kit. He 
paid $92.44. For the same kit the federal government paid a 
patriotic defense contractor $10,186.56.
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defensive weapon. By making the United States safer from 
nuclear attack, it would encourage a first-strike attack on 
the Soviet Union. Others said that the Soviets would sim-
ply develop countermeasures, which had always been the 
case in military technology, and the insanity would go on 
and on.

Turning toward Disarmament
Still, it was not criticism that led President Reagan to re-
verse direction in defense policies. During his second term, 
the hawkish Casper Weinberger resigned as secretary of de-
fense and the more statesmanlike secretary of state, George 
Schultz, increased his infl uence on the president.

White House insiders said that Nancy Reagan played 
a major part in persuading the president to turn toward 
 disarmament. Deeply devoted to her husband, she was con-
cerned about his place in history, and she knew that presi-
dents who furthered the chances for peace won better his-
torical reputations than warmongers did.

The concerns of allies in Europe also influenced the pres-
ident. Chancellor Helmut Kohl of West Germany, President 
François Mitterand of France, and Prime Minister Marga-
ret Thatcher of Great Britain remained loyal to the NATO 
alliance. However, all made it clear that they were unnerved 
by some of Reagan’s more reckless speeches. Most impor-
tant, the Soviet Union underwent profound changes during 
the 1980s.

In 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev emerged as head of both 
the Soviet government and Communist party. At home, 
Gorbachev tried to institute far-reaching economic and 
political reforms. His policy of perestroika (restructuring) 
was designed to revive the Soviet economy, which had been 
moribund under strict government control. Glasnost (open-
ing) promised political and intellectual freedoms previously 
unheard of in the Soviet Union.

If his reforms were to succeed, Gorbachev needed to di-
vert Soviet resources from the military to the domestic 
economy. Doing that depended on American cooperation. 
At first, Reagan resisted Gorbachev’s proposals to end the 
arms race. Then, in Washington in December 1987, the two 
men, all smiles and handshakes, signed a treaty eliminating 
many short-range and medium-range missiles. The Soviets 
destroyed 1,752 missiles and the Americans 867. These rep-
resented only 4 percent of the nuclear missiles in existence. 
Nevertheless, nuclear power 32,000 times the force of the 
 Hiroshima bomb was wiped out.

Five presidents 
gather to dedicate 
the Ronald Reagan 
Presidential Library 
in 1993. From left 
to right: George H. 
W. Bush, Ronald 
Reagan, Jimmy 
Carter, Gerald 
Ford, Richard M. 
Nixon. Carter 
remarked: “At least 
all of you have 
met a Democratic 
president. I haven’t 
had that honor.”
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Weapons
Ronald Reagan said that his predecessor, Jimmy Carter, 
had neglected the military. However, the weapons systems 
developed during the Carter administration—the Tomahawk 
Cruise Missile, the F-117 Stealth Fighter, and the HARM 
anti-radar missile—proved invaluable in the Gulf War in 
1991 while Reagan-era innovations had dubious histories. 
His “Star Wars” would have been fabulously expensive and, 
many experts said, would not work. The battleships Reagan 
recommissioned at great expense were back in mothballs 
within a few years. Reagan’s B-1 bomber was a $30 billion 
flop: ninety-seven planes were built; they were cursed by 
engine failure and icing on wings. His critics said with some 
justice that Reagan was less interested in an effective 
military than in enriching defense contractors.



THE BUSH PRESIDENCY
The Democrats approached the presidential campaign 
of 1988 with high hopes. They believed that the Reagan 
presidency was an aberration, the personal triumph of a 
single inexplicably beloved man. A majority of governors 
were Democrats. The Democratic party enjoyed a com-
fortable majority in the House and had regained control 
of the Senate in 1986. With Ronald Reagan disqualified 
from running, why should not the Democrats win the 
presidency, too?

1988: Dukakis versus Bush
The Democratic party was swamped with would-be presi-
dential candidates. The front-runner in the early going was 
Gary Hart, the former senator from Colorado. Then, in a bi-
zarre sequence of events, including publication of a photo 
showing the married Hart with a beautiful young model sit-
ting on his lap aboard a yacht unfortunately called the Mon-
key Business, political analysts suggested that the candidate’s 
judgment was, perhaps, a little less than what the presidency 
called for.

Hart withdrew from the race and someone ridiculed 
the remaining candidates as “the seven dwarfs” because of 
their deficiency in presidential stature. In fact, several of the 
dwarfs were able men, and Jesse Jackson remained, as he had 
been in 1976, one of the nation’s most inspiring speakers. 
Because he was black, however, party professionals consid-
ered him unelectable. They hoped that Senator Sam Nunn of 
Georgia, a respected expert on national defense, would jump 
into the thirty-five primary election races; or that Governor 
Mario Cuomo of New York, another inspiring orator whose 
thoughtful humanism was tempered by a hardheaded politi-
cal realism, would run.

But neither did, and the nomination went to Governor 
Michael Dukakis of Massachusetts. The son of Greek immi-
grants, Dukakis had been a successful governor. He balanced 
state budgets in Massachusetts while Reagan borrowed and 
spent at obscene levels. During his governorship, a state with 
serious economic difficulties became a prosperous center of 
finance and high-technology industry. For vice president, 
Dukakis chose a courtly Senator Lloyd Bentsen of Texas. He 
hoped the ticket would remind voters of the Massachusetts–
Texas axis that had won the election of 1960.

The Republican nominee was Vice President George 
Bush, who handily defeated Senator Robert Dole of  Kansas 
in the primaries. Bush was a wealthy oilman who had a var-
ied political career. He had been a congressman, ambassa-
dor to China and the United Nations, and head of the CIA. 
He had changed his political orientation several times, be-
ginning as a liberal Republican, then inviting John  Birchers 
into the Texas Republican party, challenging Reagan in 
1980 as a moderate, and cheerleading for right-wing causes 
as vice president.

As his running mate, Bush chose Senator Dan Quayle of 
Indiana. A handsome, affable young man, who had led the 
life of a playboy.

Negative Campaigning
The fi rst polls showed Dukakis winning in a landslide, but 
the gap between the two candidates narrowed during the 
summer. Dukakis’s record as governor proved his compe-
tence but in manner he was mechanical and dull, an unnerv-
ing contrast to the very ebullient Reagan. By way of contrast, 
fi nally reaching the top seemed to liberate Bush. As Dukakis 
grew drabber and duller, Bush exuded confi dence, authority, 
and decisiveness, traits for which he had never been known. 
He promised both to continue the policies of what he now 
called the “Reagan–Bush administration” and also to usher 
in “a kinder, gentler America.” Advised that he had to shore 
up support among the Republican party’s right wing, which 
distrusted him, he emphatically promised, “read my lips; no 
new taxes.”

While Bush took the high road, his handlers smeared Du-
kakis. They pointed out that Dukakis was a member of the 
American Civil Liberties Union, an almost 70-year-old legal 
aid organization originally dedicated to defending freedom 
of expression that had degenerated into a citadel of wacki-
ness. In one case, the ACLU went to court to defend the right 
of elementary school pupils to wear T-shirts emblazoned 
with obscene slogans.

Much more damaging was the case of Willie Horton. 
Under Massachusetts law, some imprisoned felons were 
granted furloughs, brief releases from the penitentiary. 
While on furlough, a convicted murderer, Willie Horton, 
raped a woman and killed her husband. Horton was an Af-
rican American. While never mentioning race, by televising 
photographs of Horton, the Republican campaign implic-
itly blamed Dukakis for the tragedy. In fact, Dukakis did 
not approve Horton’s furlough. He did not have the legal 
authority to prevent it had he known of it. But the incident 
had occurred on his watch, and he could not shake the accu-
sations that he was responsible. Bush won the election with 
54 percent of the popular vote.

The demolition of the Berlin Wall, begun by demonstrators brick 
by brick, later finished by bulldozers, was the dramatic symbol of 
the fall of the “Iron Curtain” and the end of the Soviet empire in 
Eastern Europe.
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Dubious Legacy
A few months after the election, Ronald Reagan told a joke 
to a Republican audience. Two fellows, he said, were hiking 
in the woods when, down a hill, a grizzly bear came trot-
ting toward them. One of the men pulled a pair of sneakers 

out of his pack and put them on. The other said, “You don’t 
think you can outrun that bear, do you?” The fi rst man said, 
“I don’t have to outrun the bear. I just have to outrun you.”

Ronald Reagan outran George Bush. He left him squatting 
on the mountainside. He retired to his California ranch in 
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MAP 50:1 The Soviet Bloc, 1947–1989 (top); Eastern Europe, 2003 (bottom). The map of Central and Eastern Europe was 
changed as radically in the early 1990s as it had been altered by the Treaty of Versailles following World War I. The Times of London 
had the bad luck to publish a splendid new edition of its definitive World Atlas just as the breakup of the old Soviet Union and 
Yugoslavia resulted in the birth of a dozen new nations. In a sporting effort to sell the obsolete book, the Times advertised it as an 
atlas of the “old world order.”



January 1989 leaving Bush to preside over a financial crisis 
that Reagan’s cuts in taxes coupled with profligate spending 
that had to explode under the new president.

The Collapse of Communism
In May 1989, thousands of student demonstrators gathered 
in Tiananmen Square, a huge plaza in the center of Beijing. 
Soviet Premier Gorbachev was visiting China, and the stu-
dents used the occasion to demand glasnost-like reforms in 
their country. Within two days, there were a million people 
in the square; the drama played out “live” on American tele-
vision because two television news bureaus were in Beijing 
to cover the Gorbachev visit. They had stumbled on a much 
bigger story than the visit of the Soviet premier. Americans 
even caught glimpses of the brutal suppression of the dem-
onstration which resulted in at least 500 and, according to 
some sources, 7,000 deaths.

Meanwhile, in Eastern Europe, the countries that had 
been satellites of the Soviet Union since World War II 
exploited Gorbachev’s relaxation of government con-
trols to oust their Communist rulers. Poland elected a 
non- Communist government in mid-1989. By the end of 
the year, Czechoslovakia did the same. In October, Erich 
 Honecker, the hard-line Communist chief of East Germany, 
resigned; the next month, a festive crowd of young people 
breached the Berlin Wall and one East German in a hun-
dred poured through it in search of higher pay. In Decem-
ber, the dictator of Romania, Nicolae Ceausescu, was mur-
dered by anti-Communist rebels. In April 1990, Hungary 
elected an anti-Communist government. In a few astoni-
shing months, a European order almost half a century old 
was in chaos.

Gorbachev’s position in the Soviet Union was shaken. 
His policy of glasnost had indeed opened up Soviet soci-
ety but perestroika—structural reforms that needed time 
to work—had had little effect on the Soviet economy. 
Food shortages in cities led to protests. On May Day 1990, 
Communism’s holiday, Gorbachev and his colleagues were 
roundly jeered as they reviewed the traditional parade. 
A few days later, Boris Yeltsin, a critic of Gorbachev, was 
elected president of the Russian Republic, the largest con-
stituent of the Soviet Union. For the next year and a half, 
Yeltsin increased his following at Gorbachev’s expense by 
calling for a free-market economy and supporting claims 
to independence in many of the other fourteen Soviet re-
publics. At the end of 1991, the Soviet Union was formally 
dissolved.

The President’s Finest Hour
Bush acted with admirable restraint. He was convinced that 
Soviet-American friendship depended on Gorbachev re-
maining in power. He refused to gloat over the fall of The 
Berlin Wall. He tried to allay the fears of the Red Army gener-
als and the Communist hard-liners in the Kremlin who op-
posed Gorbachev by convincing the West German premier, 
Helmut Kohl, to delay any attempts to reunify Germany. 

In valuing the interests of peace and Soviet-American co-
operation above winning propaganda victories abroad and 
 making political hay at home, he rose, albeit briefl y, accord-
ing to one of his few sympathetic biographers, to presidential 
greatness.

In December 1989, Bush succeeded in toppling the 
 vexatious Manuel Noriega from power in Panama. After an 
American military officer was shot in Panama City, Bush 
unleashed 24,000 troops in a superbly engineered military 
invasion. Within a few days, with little loss in American lives, 
Noriega was under arrest, and a friendly government in-
stalled in Panama City.

In February 1990, with Soviet and Cuban aid to  Nicaragua 
drying up, the Sandinistas were voted out of office by a po-
litical alliance backed by the United States. A less desirable 
right-wing party took control of El Salvador but, pressured 
by the United States, eased up its repression of opponents 
and signed an armistice with leftist rebels, ending the long 
civil war in that country.

Crisis in the Middle East
Bush’s greatest success was in the Middle East. The crisis there 
was precipitated in August 1990 when Iraq occupied Kuwait, 
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MAP 50:2 The Gulf War, 1991. After weeks of bombardments 
that destroyed Iraqi communications and demoralized the 
highly touted Iraqi army, American and allied troops advanced 
through Kuwait and deep into Iraq. They crushed the Iraqi 
troops that did not retreat in a panic, but the elite “Republican 
Guards” withdrew on Saddam Hussein’s orders and remained 
intact. The Guards’ loyalty to Saddam ensured his survival.
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a small sheikdom fl oating on oil. At fi rst, Bush was indecisive. 
He considered accepting the Iraqi occupation and making the 
most of it. However, when Iraqi President  Saddam  Hussein 
moved his army to the Kuwaiti-Saudi  Arabian border, Bush 
secured a unanimous vote in the United Nations Security 
Council (his friendliness with Gorbachev paid off) calling 
for a boycott of all foreign trade with Iraq. Although rich in 
oil, Iraq needed to import most of the materials needed to 
support a modern economy.

Bush’s advisors were divided, but the president did not 
believe that economic sanctions were enough to force 
 Saddam Hussein to withdraw from Kuwait. He feared, 
with plenty of precedents to back him up, that as time 
went on, the boycott would disintegrate. Apprehensions 
over the security of Saudi Arabia—the world’s leading oil 
producer—prompted Bush to send a token American mil-
itary force to Saudi Arabia on August 7. Saddam did not 
flinch but grew more defiant; he formally annexed Kuwait 
to Iraq. Bush then sent more than 400,000 troops to Ara-
bia. Other nations, particularly Britain and France, sent 
large contingents.

The Hundred Hours War
In January, after Saddam Hussein ignored a United Na-
tions ultimatum that he evacuate Kuwait, the American-
led force launched a withering air attack that, in little more 
than a week, totaled 12,000 sorties. With an American 

television reporter in Baghdad, the world was presented 
with the media phenomenon of watching a war from both 
sides.

In the face of the onslaught, Saddam sent most of his air 
force to neighboring Iran, leaving the skies to American 
planes. Saddam, like some Americans, including General 
Colin Powell, believed that his huge army, dug in behind 
formidable defenses, could turn back any ground assault. 
He was wrong. The Iraqi army was large, but most soldiers 
were poorly trained and mistreated by their officers. The 
air war was chillingly effective, not only devastating the 
Iraqi communications and transportation system, but also 
terrifying front-line Iraqi troops. When the ground at-
tack came on February 23, 1992, most units surrendered 
without resistance. In just a few days, the Iraqi army was 
routed by a daring flanking action designed by General 
Norman Schwarzkopf. Believing that Saddam could not 
survive the humiliating defeat—that his generals would 
oust him—Bush ordered a halt to the ground war when it 
was 100 hours old, leaving the Iraqi army’s elite “Republi-
can Guard” intact.

Mixed Results
A few months later, Bush’s sudden termination of the ad-
vance looked like a blunder. The Republican Guard re-
mained loyal; Saddam Hussein stayed in power. He rebuilt 
the rump of his army and brutally suppressed rebellions 

The Iraqi army collapsed within days of the beginning of George H. W. Bush’s “100 Hours War” in 1991. Unfortunately, a fragment of the 
army that Bush permitted to escape annihilation, on the assumption it would be needed to ensure stability under a new Iraqi government, 
remained loyal to dictator Saddam Hussein and kept him in power. For a decade, Bush was faulted for not following the rump of the 
army into Baghdad. Then, his son, President George W. Bush, did just that and subjected American troops and Iraqi civilians to almost 
daily attacks by Muslim suicide bombers.
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among Kurds in northern Iraq and Shi’ite Muslims in the 
South. Frustrating as the failure of Bush’s hopes were, his 
wisdom in not advancing into Baghdad and occupying Iraq 
was demonstrated a decade later when is own son,  President 
George W. Bush, did just that and mired the United States 
in bloody, daily combat with Saddam’s supporters, Shi’ite 
militias aided by Iran, and terrorists attached to a fanati-
cal Muslim, anti-Western, and well-fi nanced organization 
known as Al Qaeda.

At first, Bush’s and Schwarzkopf ’s textbook victory in 
the Gulf War seemed to guarantee the president’s reelec-
tion in 1992. He proclaimed that Americans had put the 
“Vietnam Syndrome”—a demoralized army and defeat-
ism at home—behind them. The president’s ratings in 
public opinion polls soared in early 1991. Then the fi-
nancial crisis caused by Reagan’s reckless spending came 
home to roost. The 1991 budget was due and there was not 

enough money in the treasury even to pay the interest on 
the national debt. There was no easy way out of the cri-
sis thanks to a Republican law, the Graham-Rudman Act, 
that provided for lopping 40 percent off the top of every 
government  appropriation if the deficit was not reduced. 
In order to beat the deadline, Bush had no choice but to 
scrap the pledge that had been the core of his campaign 
promises in 1988: “read my lips; no more taxes.” He agreed 
to an increase in taxes. Conservative Republicans who 
had endorsed Reaganomics and celebrated the Gulf War, 
denounced him. Bush saved the government’s finances 
but at the cost of contributing to a stubborn recession in 
1992. The economic crunch relegated Bush’s achievements 
abroad to the realm of ancient history. It was if the Ameri-
can people asked him, “What have you done for me lately?” 
It was a sad end for a man who had his greatest achieve-
ments at the pinnacle of his career.

A Statistical American

During the 1980s, the statistical American—an imaginary 
person constructed of majorities, medians, and means— 
was a Caucasian female, just over 30 years of age. She was 
married to the only husband she had ever had; she had 
one child and was about to have another. She was about 
5 feet 4 inches tall and weighed 134 pounds. Statisticians 
said that she had tried marijuana when she was younger, 
but no longer used it, although she had friends who did. 
She did not smoke cigarettes; she did drink, but moder-
ately, on “special occasions.”

A study by a scientific management firm revealed she 
would spend seven of the seventy-five years she would 
live in the bathroom, six years eating, five years waiting in 
lines, four years cleaning house, three years in meetings, 
one year “looking for things,” eight months opening junk 
mail, and six months waiting at red lights.

The statistical American adult female considered herself 
middle class. She had attended college and was likely to 
work outside the home, but shaky economic conditions 
during the first half of the decade made her career op-
portunities uncertain. Her household’s income was about 
$20,000 a year. She and her husband had to watch their 
expenditures closely. By a tiny margin, she was more likely 
to be registered as a Democrat than as a Republican but, 
if she voted in 1984, she was more likely than not to have 
voted for Ronald Reagan than Walter Mondale. She had 
had a fling with the new feminism—“consciousness-raising” 
meetings with friends for a few months—but had lost inter-
est, perhaps when her husband agreed to do a bigger share 
of the household chores. She thought that the Equal Rights 
Amendment (ERA) was a good idea but its failure did not 
particularly disturb her.

More than half of her women friends were married. 
Most of those who had been divorced married again 
within three years. She attached no stigma to divorce and 
experienced only a slight sense of unease around people 
who lived with members of the opposite sex without ben-
efit of marriage. She did not believe that homosexuality 
was on a moral parity with heterosexuality. She was both 
amused and repelled by “gay culture” but by 1985 she was 
disturbed by the quantum leap in the spread of AIDS, 
which she regarded as a homosexual disease.

She almost certainly had sexual relations with her hus-
band before they married, and almost as likely with at least 
one other man. There was a fair chance that she had a brief 
affair after marrying about which she may or may not have 
told her husband.

The statistical American was more likely to be Protes-
tant than Catholic, but more likely to be Catholic than a 
member of any specific Protestant denomination. If she 
was a Catholic, she practiced birth control, usually the pill, 
despite the Church’s prohibition of it. Catholic or Protes-
tant, she attended church services far less frequently than 
her mother had.

The statistical American was in excellent health; she saw 
a dentist and a doctor more than once a year, and paid a 
little less than half the cost of her health care. She would 
outlive her husband by eight years and, with few children, 
the prospect was that her dotage would be economically 
difficult but not desperate.

The statistical American lived in a state with a population 
of about 3 million people—Colorado, Iowa, Oklahoma, 
Connecticut—and in a city of about 100,000— Roanoke, 
Virginia; Reno, Nevada; Durham, North Carolina.

How They Lived
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Primary Elections, 1992
Bush was challenged in the Republican primaries by a right-
wing television commentator, Patrick Buchanan, who had 
vociferously opposed the Gulf War. Buchanan won no early 
primaries, but by taking almost 40 percent of the Republican 
votes in some states, he signaled that Bush was in trouble in 
his own party.

The Democratic party’s primary campaign was unusual. 
Instead of one candidate pulling ahead early and, thanks 
to “momentum” generated by the “media,” coasting to the 
nomination, several aspirants won convention delegates in 
at least one state. Senator Thomas Harkin of Iowa, a liberal 
with a populist tinge, won his own state. Paul Tsongas of 
Massachusetts won New Hampshire and Maryland. Senator 
Robert Kerrey of Nebraska won South Dakota. Most surpris-
ing of all, former California governor Jerry Brown, despite 
a nagging reputation for bizarre “New Age” beliefs—he had 
been called “Governor Moonbeam”—won most of the del-
egates from Colorado.

Then, however, young Governor William Clinton of 
 Arkansas rushed to the head of what humorist Russell Baker 
called “the march of the Millard Fillmores.” He rode out a 
past as a Vietnam War draft dodger, accusations of a reckless 
adultery habit when he was governor of Arkansas, and claims 
that he was too slick to be trusted. He sewed up the conven-
tion before it met. Clinton’s strategy was to woo the New Age 
liberals who had supported Gary Hart by speaking for liberal 
lifestyle issues (he was pro-abortion, pro affirmative action, 
and called for an end to discrimination against homosexu-
als) while appealing to moderates with an economic policy 
that emphasized growth.

The Election of 1992
Populist conservatives who had never liked the aristocratic 
Bush bolted to support the independent candidacy of H. 
Ross Perot, a Texas billionaire. Perot offered little in the way 
of a program, but hundreds of thousands of uneasy Ameri-
cans formed local “Perot for President” organizations. The 
candidate himself pledged to spend millions of his own 
money in the cause. In July, polls showed him leading both 
Bush and Clinton.

On the day Clinton accepted the Democratic nomina-
tion, Perot was on the ballot in twenty-four states with no 
significant obstacles to winning a line on all fifty. Then, sud-
denly, he quit the race, claiming that he and his daughter 
had been threatened by assassins. Some of Perot’s supporters 
condemned him, but others continued to gather signatures 
on petitions. Then Perot jumped back into the contest and 
outclassed both Bush and Clinton in the first of the candi-
dates’ televised debates. But his erratic behavior troubled too 
many people who had been prepared to vote for him. His 19 
percent of the popular vote in the general election was more 
than any third-party presidential candidate had won since 
Theodore Roosevelt in 1912 but, analysts believed, it could 
have been much more.

Perot’s name on the ballot helped Bill Clinton carry sev-
eral mountain states that had not gone Democratic since 
1964. Clinton also won California. In electoral votes, the en-
tire Northeast and several southern states also went Demo-
cratic. Although Clinton won only 43 percent of the popular 
vote—one of the lowest for a winning candidate—he had 
370 electoral votes to Bush’s 168.
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Chapter 51

Millennium Years
Society and Culture in the Later 
Twentieth Century

We are in great haste to construct a magnetic telegraph from Maine to Texas; but 
Maine and Texas, it may be, have nothing important to communicate. We are 
eager to tunnel under the Atlantic and bring the Old World somewhat nearer to the 
New; but, perchance, the first news that will leak through into the broad, flapping 
American ear will be that Princess Adelade has the whooping cough.

—Henry David Thoreau

In my nightmare I could picture such a world . . . Everybody would be comfortable, 
but since there could be no great demand for intellectual exertion everybody would 
also be slightly idiotic. Their shallow minds would be easily bored, and therefore 
unstable. Their life would be largely a quest for amusement. The raffish existence led 
today [1940] by certain groups would have become the normal existence of large 
sections of society.

—John Buchan

advance. . . . Institutions function painfully. Repetition and 
frustration are the intolerable result. Boredom and fatigue 
are great historical forces.”

That long-accepted moral standards had decayed was ob-
vious to all except those who did not believe in moral stan-
dards. As for the American psyche, Barzun pointed to “the 
search in all directions for a new faith or faiths, dozens of 
cults . . . , the impulse to PRIMITIVISM.” In politics he saw 
endless bickering and no direction but everywhere “a float-
ing hostility to things as they are” and no constructive alter-
natives to them. “When people accept futility and the absurd 
as normal,” he wrote, “the culture is decadent.”

WE THE PEOPLE: WHO
AND WHERE
No philosopher of the 1960s—when Barzun retired—could 
have written such words. It was a truism of the decade of 
student activism and the hippies’ counterculture that the 
country was entering an era of benefi cent social and  cultural 

A
mericans celebrated the arrival of the third mil-
lennium on New Year’s Eve 1999. They were off 
by a year, spoilsports rushed to point out. De-
cember 31,1999, was the final day of the 999th 
year since a.d. 1000; the second millennium 

would end on December 31, 2000. But there was no deterring 
people who, after lifetimes of dating their letters and mort-
gage checks “nineteen-something,” would, the next morning, 
experience the novelty of writing “2000.” The millennium 
parties went on as scheduled.

Not everyone donned a paper hat and drank too much. 
Nagging at some reflective men and women was the appre-
hension that morally, psychically, and politically, the United 
States was rotting. In 2000, an eminent scholar, 93-year-old 
Jacques Barzun, published a history of Western civilization 
in which he concluded that our culture was in the throes of 
decadence. Barzun waved away objections that Americans’ 
energy, ingenuity, and openness to the new were as vibrant 
as ever. Those things did not mean cultural vitality, he wrote. 
A time of decadence is often “a very active time, full of deep 
concerns, but peculiarly restless, for it sees no clear lines of 



change. Intellectuals  were celebrating the “generation gap” 
that, they said, yawned between the altruism, ideals, and 
values of youth and the materialism and timid conformism 
of their parents. This new generation was different. Young 
people were bored by consumer baubles and they scorned 
conformity. A revolution was underway.

In fact, the United States was at the beginning of a series of 
changes so considerable that it is reasonable, looking back, to call 
them revolutionary. But they were not the changes anticipated in 
the 1960s. No one predicted—no one could have foreseen—the 
changes in the very composition of the American population 
that the final decades of the millennium held in store.

Rust Belt and Sun Belt
In 1965, at the end of the baby boom, the population of the 
United States was 194,300,000; today it is about 304 million. 
Population growth was steady at 22 to 24 million each de-
cade until the 1990s when it jumped to 32 million.

Growth was not uniform throughout the country. In the 
“snow belt”—the northern plains states and upper New 
 England—and in the “rust belt,” the one-time heartland 
of heavy industry bordering the Great Lakes—population 
growth lagged. In the “sun belt” that stretched from southern 
California through Texas to Florida, population soared.

For a century, the upper parts of the midwestern states plus 
much of Pennsylvania had been dedicated to “smokestack 
industry”: iron manufacture, steelmaking, oil refining, the 
automobile industry, chemicals, rubber, glass, and the like. 
During the final decades of the century, however, one once 
mighty industrial corporation after another “downsized” or 
just shut down its plants, transforming the industrial heart-
land into the rust belt.

The Decline of Smokestack Industry
The decline of heavy industry had several causes. Where once 
the Carnegie Steels and Pennsylvania Railroads had embraced 
new technologies to keep their enterprises vital, by the 1960s, the 
factories in many industries had not been updated for decades. 
American companies could not compete with the modern 

 facilities of their European and Japanese competitors. By 2000, 
Japan was losing markets to Taiwan, Korea, and Indonesia.

Conforming to new antipollution standards required re-
investing profits that would otherwise be dividends, a diver-
sion of dollars boards of directors were unwilling to approve. 
Employees were as short-sighted as shareholders. Their 
powerful industrial unions almost always rejected proposals 
that their members’ wages be frozen for a few years in the 
interests of updating machinery. Unions fought against new 
technologies that would eliminate jobs. Frazzled executives 
could hardly fail to notice that there was more money to be 
made more easily in “clean” businesses—finance and high-
tech—telecommunications and computers, than in dirty 
manufacturing.

The consequences for the inhabitants of the rust belt were 
dramatic. Factory workers who had assumed they were secure 
as employees of mammoth Chrysler  Corporation,  Bethlehem 
Steel, and Firestone Rubber were let go by the tens of  thousands, 

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 20051965 1975 1985 1995 2010

Immigration 1965–2000

1973 Roe v. Wade

1975 Southeast Asian refugee crisis begins

1980 “Mariel Boatlift”: 120,000 Cubans flee to U.S.

Congress authorizes immigraion of 1.4 million southeast Asians  1990

1993  Tens of thousans of refugees flee Haiti by boat

1965 Immigration and Nationality Act

Illegal Mexican immigration crisis  1990-2000

African American wins Democratic presidential primaries  2008

The closed A.G. Simpson automobile parts plant. It was one of the 
smaller of the hundreds of rust belt factories simply to shut their doors. 
About 300 employees lost their jobs on short notice.
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sometimes with no warning. Even the Pennsylvania Railroad 
and New York Central, once the best-managed railways in the 
world, were crippled by the decline in freight from shippers. 
The two companies merged in an attempt to survive and, two 
years later, Penn-Central declared bankruptcy.

Bound for the Southland
Retailers on the Main Streets of one-company industrial 
towns—from grocers to barbers—and doctors and lawyers 
with offi ces on the side streets—padlocked their doors and 
joined their former customers, patients, and clients in an 
exodus to Florida, Texas, Arizona, and California. Devastated 
tax revenues in the rust belt crippled schools and municipal 
services, encouraging more emigration.

The Dakotas, eastern Montana, Nebraska, and Kansas stag-
nated as family farmers gave up trying to compete with finely 
integrated agribusiness corporations. They sold their acres to 
the big companies and joined the trek to the sunny south, but 
not to new farms. Each year of the 1970s and 1980s,  America’s 
farm population declined by 2.5 to 3 percent. As many as 
240,000 farm folk abandoned agriculture each year.

College graduates in snow-belt Maine, New Hampshire, 
and Vermont went home after the ceremonies just long 
enough to say goodbye to parents and pack up mementos 
whence they took off for hi-tech or service industry jobs in 
the sun belt, some of which paid as much as the head of the 
class at Harvard Law was offered on Wall Street.

Demographics and Democrats
The growth of the sunbelt states and the stagnation of popu-
lation in the rust belt was a big part of the Democratic par-
ty’s decline in the fi nal decades of the millennium—and the 
growth of a small-minded Republican party.

Few could imagine such a reversal of fortune in 1965 
when the Democratic party looked to be in for a very long 
run as the governing party. Lyndon B. Johnson had just been 
reelected president with 61 percent of the vote; his conser-
vative opponent had dragged the Republicans down to the 
worst defeat in the party’s history. Democratic congressmen 

 outnumbered Republicans 295 to 140; there were 68 Demo-
cratic senators to 32 Republicans.

In fact, 1965 was the Democrats’ apex. It was downhill 
for the party for the rest of the century. Beginning in 1966, 
slowly in Congress, emphatically in presidential elections, the 
Republican party rose to be the nation’s majority party. The 
transfer of power was gradual but sufficiently traumatic for 
the Democrats that, virtually to date, their party has been par-
alyzed, with no alternatives to Republican policies to offer.

The causes of the rise and increased conservatism of 
the Republican party were several. Most important was 
the Republican capture, in toto, of the “Solid South” 
because of the Democrats’ support of civil equality for 
African Americans. What had been a bloc of congressmen 

Corporate Management in the 
1990s
The Montana Power Company generated 
and sold all the electricity in that state. 
In return for its monopoly, the company 
submitted to close regulation by the 
Montana legislature. Consumers paid as 
little for power as anyone in the nation 
and the company, without fail, paid annual 
dividends of 7 percent.

In 1997, rather than taking pride in 
running a model corporation that provided 
an essential public service, the men who 
ran the company teamed up with the 

Wall Street brokerage house, Goldman 
Sachs, and convinced the Montana 
legislature to deregulate the state’s power 
industry. Montana Power promptly sold 
its mines, dams, and power lines for 
$2.7 billion. The company got out of the 
power business entirely, renamed itself 
TouchAmerica, and pumped its capital 
into telecommunications. TouchAmerica 
buried fiber optic cables all over the thinly 
populated state.

But there were few customers in 
Montana’s vastnesses and mountains for 
state-of-the art fiber optic communications. 

Montana’s population was 900,000; its 
population density was the third lowest 
among the fifty states. What were 
TouchAmerica’s executives and brokers 
thinking about except Goldman Sachs’s 
$20 million fee for shuffling and the tenth of 
TouchAmerica’s capital that its executives 
paid themselves as bonuses?

Stock in TouchAmerica dropped from 
$30 a share to 33¢. Hundreds of Montana 
Power’s employees lost their jobs. The 
price of electricity in Montana soared, 
briefly by 800 percent, later to only triple 
what it had been.

TABLE 51:1

The Ten Largest Cities 1880–2000

1880 1920 1960  2000
New York New York New York New York
Philadelphia Chicago Chicago Los Angeles
Brooklyn Philadelphia Los Angeles Chicago
Chicago Detroit Philadelphia Houston
Boston Cleveland Detroit Philadelphia
St. Louis St. Louis Baltimore Phoenix
Baltimore Boston Houston San Antonio
Cincinnati Baltimore Cleveland San Diego
San Francisco Pittsburgh Washington Dallas
New Orleans Los Angeles St. Louis San Jose

Aside from New York, a constant, the “standings” of American 
cities by size of population has been in constant flux. None 
has slipped in the last century as much as St. Louis, among 
the “top ten” as recently as 1960, now not in the “top fifty.” 
Philadelphia, America’s second city throughout the nineteenth 
century, and third through the first half of the twentieth, is 
projected not to be in the “top ten” in 2010.



and electoral votes on which Democratic political strate-
gists could build became the Republicans’ starting line. The 
rise of the “religious right”—dozens of television preach-
ers and thousands of ministers urging their followers to 
vote Republican as a sacred duty—added millions of for-
mer New Deal Democrats to the Republican column. The 
Democrats alienated many Catholic voters otherwise sus-
picious of locking arms with Protestant  fundamentalists by 

the party’s zealous support of in-your-face abortion rights 
and “gay rights” activists.

New Political Numbers
The votes of the northeastern states and the industrial Mid-
west, especially the big cities, were as important to the Demo-
cratic party as the Solid South. They usually vote  Democratic 
to this day, but they do not carry the political weight they 

Democrat

Republican

Anti-Civil Rights
Candidate

1944 1948 1952 1956

1960 1964 1968 1972

1976 1980 1984 1988

1992 1996 2000

MAP 51:1 The South Changes Parties, 1944–2000. Between 1880 and 1944, the former Confederate states voted Democratic. Racism 
was the reason. Very few black southerners, who were Republican, voted. Aside from eastern Tennesseeans, an overwhelming majority 
of whites voted Democratic because it was the party of “white supremacy.” With occasional exceptions (such as in 1928), electoral 
college maps of the southern states from 1880 to 1940 were the 1944 map shown here. The South was “solid.”

Racism was also the chief reason why, beginning in 1948, the southern states began to drift away from the Democratic party and, 
by the end of the century, to line up unanimously in the Republican column. In 1948, the Democrats adopted a plank in their platform 
calling for legislation to protect the civil rights of African Americans. In protest, a majority of voters in four states of the deep South 
supported a “Dixiecrat” candidate. Never again, to date, have the former Confederate states voted solidly Democratic. Dwight D. 
Eisenhower’s status as a hero probably had as much to do with his victories in the South as race. However, race alone accounted for 
George Wallace’s successes in 1968. By 1972, the Republicans swept the South by wooing Wallace supporters with the party’s tacit 
disapproval of the civil rights revolution.

In 1976, Democratic candidate Jimmy Carter came close to reviving the “Solid South” simply because he was the first born-
and-bred southerner to run for president since Zachary Taylor in 1848. (But in 1980, he carried only his native Georgia.) In 1992 and 
1996, when the Democrats nominated southerners for both president and vice president, they won just enough southern electoral 
votes to carry the elections. By 2000, however, the reversal of southern white political allegiances was complete, even as overt, 
unembarrassed racism was no longer acceptable in the former Confederacy.
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once did. In the 1960s, the Northeastern states (excluding 
Republican Vermont) and the industrial midwestern states 
cast 252 votes in the electoral college (269 elected the presi-
dent). The southwestern states (excluding Democratic Texas) 
cast 74 electoral votes.

Since 2000, the Northeastern states (including a now 
Democratic Vermont) have had 166 electoral votes. Ohio, 
Indiana, and Illinois now lean Republican with Republican 
rural counties usually able to outvote the Democratic “rust 
belt” counties that border the Great Lakes. The southwestern 
states—Republican except California—now cast 137 elec-
toral votes, and Florida, big as well as sunny, has added 29 
electoral votes to the Republican column as often as not.

In 1965, five of the nation’s ten largest cities were in the 
Northeast, three in the industrial Midwest. All of them were 
beginning to lose population while communities of mid-
dling size in Florida and the Southwest were beginning to 
sprawl into conurbations of suburbs that lacked a core but 
were nonetheless cities—some of them quite large. Dur-
ing the 1960s, only two of the ten largest cities were in the 
West and South: traditionally Republican Los Angeles and 
 Houston, a Democratic stronghold then being republican-
ized by the civil rights issue and the energetic leadership of a 
young George H. W. Bush.

In 2009, only two of the top ten cities are Northeast-
ern (New York and Philadelphia); only one is Midwestern 
( Chicago). The remaining seven are in California, Arizona, 
and Texas.

The most striking political illustration of the geographi-
cal reshuffling of population was in the changing appor-
tionment of seats in the House of Representatives. Between 
1965 and 2009, Democratic Pennsylvania’s representation 
in the House declined from thirty seats to nineteen, New 
York’s from forty-three to twenty-nine. In sharp contrast, 
 California sent thirty representatives to Congress dur-
ing the 1960s; today, California has fifty-three representa-
tives.  Texas’s representation increased from twenty-two to 

thirty-two during the same period, Florida’s from eight to 
twenty-five, more than Pennsylvania.

NEWCOMERS
No one in 1965 could have foreseen the revived importance 
of immigration in American life. President John F. Kennedy 
was thinking history when he called the United States a “na-
tion of immigrants” because it was no longer true. In 1963, 
when Kennedy was murdered, less than one American in 
twenty was foreign-born, the smallest proportion of immi-
grants in the population ever. In the 1960s, the United States 
was a nation of natives.

America Americanized
Immigration to the United States was reduced to a trickle by, 
fi rst, the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. The Immigration 
Act of 1924 dammed up the stream of new immigrants from 
Italy, Greece, Poland, and other Eastern European countries 
by establishing very small quotas as to how many people 
from each of those countries would be admitted each year.

During the 1930s, the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service (INS) recorded only 500,000 arrivals, fewer in ten 
years than in any single year between 1900 and 1920. During 
the 1940s, despite the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act 
and several congressional acts providing sanctuary for World 
War II refugees, just 1 million immigrants arrived.

With few new arrivals to refresh the cultures of the several 
“old countries,” big city ethnic communities shrunk as sec-
ond and third-generation ethnics assimilated, married out 
of their group, and moved away. By the 1960s, Americans 
speaking a language other than English as their first language 
could be found only on the borders of Quebec (French), 
Mexico (Spanish), and in the remnants of urban ethnic ghet-
tos. Even the teenage children of Mexicans in Los Angeles 
prefered to speak English among themselves.

Almost 20,000 new United States citizens take their 
oaths of allegiance at one ceremony at the Los Angeles 
Convention Center in the spring of 2008.
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Immigration Reform
President Johnson found the ethnic discrimination in immi-
gration law embarrassing. While his Great Society was end-
ing institutionalized discrimination against African Ameri-
cans, the United States was turning immigrants away on the 
basis of their nationality. Johnson called immigration policy 
“a cruel and enduring wrong in the conduct of the American 
nation.”

The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 was designed 
to right the wrong without returning to the unrestricted im-
migration of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
It set the number of immigrants admitted each year slightly 
higher than they were in 1964, 170,000 annually for the coun-
tries of the Eastern Hemisphere, 120,000 for the peoples of 
the Americas. But applicants were approved on a first-come, 
first-served basis with no reference to race or national ori-
gins. (Would-be immigrants who had family already residing 
in the United States were given special preference.)

Critics of the act—they were few—said that a swarm of 
impoverished nonwhites would take jobs away from Ameri-
cans and upset the nation’s ethnic balance. Senator Edward 
Kennedy of Massachusetts replied that the act “will not flood 
our cities with immigrants. It will not upset the ethnic mix 
of our society. It will not relax the standards of admission. It 
will not cause American workers to lose their jobs.”

Desperate Millions
Kennedy might have been right on target had it not been 
for the war in Vietnam that was being escalated as he spoke. 
In 1965, the Johnson administration and most Americans 
believed that the confl ict would be over quickly. Instead, 
it dragged on and, under President Nixon, was expanded, 
 engulfi ng the whole of Indochina: Laos, Cambodia, and 
Thailand as well as Vietnam.

When the South Vietnamese government collapsed in 
1975, the havoc created the most serious refugee problem 
since World War II. Within ten years, 3 million Indochinese 
fled their homes. In addition to Cambodians and Laotians 
already in camps in Thailand petitioning the United States 
for refuge, pro-American Vietnamese fled, many of them 
paying their life’s savings to Communist officials to allow 
them to go. The Hmong, a tribal mountain people who had 
been American allies, fled from Vietnam, Laos, and Cam-
bodia. Long persecuted by every other Indochinese people, 
they faced mass murder by the criminal Pol Pot regime and a 
scarcely better fate at the hands of the North Vietnamese.

The instability spread beyond Indochina. Malaysians at-
tacked long-established communities of “overseas Chinese.” 
Unpopular throughout Asia because of their clannish-
ness and success in business—they were called the “Jews of 
Asia”—overseas Chinese in Indochina and Malaysia, mostly, 
petty capitalists, had little interest in emigrating to the China 
their grandparents had left.

Congress acknowledged America’s share of responsibil-
ity for the plight of the refugees by enacting special legis-
lation in 1980 and again in 1990. It authorized 1.4 million 
Indochinese to resettle in the United States and assisted 
them in getting here—which was essential; they were penni-
less. About 900,000 were Vietnamese. Today, there are about 
270,000 Hmong (immigrants and their American-born chil-
dren) in the United States, 200,000 Lao, and 200,000 Thais. 
( Philippine-Americans remain the largest Asian-American 
ethnic group.)

America’s “ethnic balance” had been given a powerful jolt. 
In 1965, only 1 American in 100 was ethnically Asian. In 
2009, 1 American in 20 was Asia born or of Asian descent. 

Planning Ahead
The treaty by which Great Britain governed Hong Kong 
expired in 1997. Not many people in the crowded, capitalistic 
and prosperous port looked forward to being absorbed into 
Communist China. The Chinese government assured the 
Hong Kongese that their city would have special status, 
retaining its capitalist economy and a degree of democracy 
denied elsewhere in China.

The city’s well-to-do (not to mention its super-rich) hedged 
their bets. As early as 1980, they invested in businesses in 
the United States and, especially, Canada. They dispatched 
members of the family to run them and others came on student 
or even tourist visas. Their number-one assignment was to have 
children who were, of course, U.S. or Canadian citizens. So, if 
1997 brought bad news for their wealth (which it did not), they 
would have priority as immigrants because of their American or 
Canadian relatives. “It pays to plan ahead” is a bourgeois virtue, 
and the Hong Kongese were nothing if not bourgeois.

Up-to-Date Stereotypes
The in-group dynamics of ethnic groups displayed their 
workings in two clichés of the late twentieth century. All of 
a sudden, New Yorkers regaled one another in the 1980s, 
overnight, “all of the greengrocers,” the people who ran the 
city’s innumerable little produce shops, were Koreans. It was 
true, anyone who walked the streets to study the matter by 
peeking into the shops was apt to say.

In the 1990s, frequent automobile travellers like salespeople 
observed that Indians—Indians from India—were running 
“all the motels.” By 2000, in fact, 50 percent of the country’s 
independent (nonchain) motels were owned by immigrants 
from India, mostly from the single Indian state of Gujarat, and 
70 percent of whom were named Patel.

Why? It did not take much money to take over a New York 
greengrocery or to buy an older, somewhat worn motel, and 
both businesses could be run by close-knit immigrant families 
with no employees to be paid. Knowledge of the possibilities 
for economic independence in both businesses spread rapidly 
within ethnic communities. And so, two new (uninsulting) 
stereotypes were born.
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The anxiety of what a massive Asian immigration would 
mean to American culture, however, proved groundless. In-
dochinese immigrants avidly embraced American citizen-
ship. By 2006, 72 percent of the foreign-born Vietnamese in 
the United States were naturalized citizens.

Cubanoamericanos
Before 1965, the only sizable Spanish speaking communities 
in the United States were the 800,000 or so Puerto Ricans in 
New York City and the more numerous, but constantly fl uc-
tuating Mexican-American population living throughout 
the southwestern states.

When Fidel Castro came to power in Cuba in 1959 and 
pointed the country toward socialism, a third large His-
panic community took shape. The first Cubans to flee were 
political refugees, friends of the regime Castro had over-
thrown. They settled in Miami, the traditional gathering 
place of Cuban exiles. Then came a wave of upper- and 
middle-class Cubans, educated professionals among them, 
fearful of losing their status and wealth if they stayed. 
Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, despite the difficulties 
of evading Cuban authorities, tens of thousands of Cubans 
made it to Florida each year. Because they were refugees 
from Communism, Congress welcomed them with gener-
ous financial assistance.

In 1980, with the Cuban economy struggling, Castro an-
nounced that anyone who wanted to leave, was free to do so. 
An estimated 120,000 fled via the so-called “Mariel Boat-
lift.” Emigrants crowded daily into anything that floated, 
hoping to complete the 90-mile trip to Key West or, if they 
were lucky, to be plucked from sinking boats by the Coast 
Guard.

Today, about 1.25 million people are identified as cubano-
americanos. A large section of Miami is called “Little  Havana” 
because its population is largely Cuban American. The 
 earliest Cuban refugees considered their American sojourn 

temporary; they expected to return when Castro was over-
thrown. He was not, and with the anti-Castro zealots who are 
still alive few in number, not many Cuban Americans think 
about “going back.” For the U.S.-born majority, Cuba is not 
their homeland. Cuban Americans, like the Vietnamese, have 
embraced American culture and, as a group, they have been 
remarkably successful economically and politically.

The Mexican Invasion
Mexicans, far and away the largest hispanic immigrant group 
in the United States, have been slower than Cubans to as-
similate, largely because so many were single men who came 
to the United States, some illegally, to make money to send 
back to their families. Where ethnic communities were over-
whelmingly male, individuals working as many hours as they 
could, and spending little, there was no incentive to learn 
English and little interest in American ways.

In cities with large Mexican populations and, therefore, 
families, assimilation was more likely. Parents of children 
born in the United States were more likely to apply for citi-
zenship and to be inclined toward assimilation. When well-
meaning but misguided California legislators mandated bi-
lingual education in elementary schools with large numbers 
of Mexican pupils (some of their instruction in Spanish, 
some in English) a majority of Mexican parents protested. 
Their children spoke Spanish at home, they said; they wanted 
the schools to teach them English so they would be comfort-
able in the larger society of which they would be a part when 
they grew up.

The Waning of Racism
The Mexican immigration caused more concern than any 
other because of the Mexicans’ numbers, their extreme pov-
erty, their lack of education and skills, and the illegal status 
of many. Racial differences, however, common in the 1960s 
when Mexicans were called “greasers” or “beaners,” played 

“Vote for Me” placards in San Luis, Arizona. The Spanish names 
of the candidates seem to give the lie to the apprehensions 
of some Americans that the Mexican immigrants of the late 
twentieth century were not assimilating. Many of them 
clustered with other Mexicans, continued to speak Spanish, 
and picked up English only by accident. But so had the Italians, 
Yiddish-speaking Jews, Poles, Lithuanians, and other “new 
immigrant” groups of the late 1800s and early 1900s and, in 
three generations, the assimilation of their descendants was 
complete.
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virtually no part in the propaganda of groups advocating 
choking off the infl ux.

Nor was race an issue with the Asian immigration al-
though, well into the 1960s, Chinese and Japanese had 
been objects of ridicule or contempt. It was difficult to 
think of Asians as incapable of being good Americans 
when, every year, Vietnamese and Chinese children were 
prominent in the finals of the National Spelling Bee, the 
National Geographic Society’s annual geography quiz, 
and science fairs all over the country. Asians were propor-
tionately more numerous in colleges and graduate schools 
than Caucasians.

Most significantly, white racism directed at African Amer-
icans, still institutionalized in the law in the 1960s, dimin-
ished so that, by 2000, it survived as acceptable only among 
marginal, uneducated whites.

Discrimination against blacks in employment, and hous-
ing was gone by 2000. Socially, whites and blacks mixed eas-
ily; interracial couples rarely drew stares. African American 
athletes were national heroes, black actors and actresses na-
tional favorites. In 2008, an African American senator capped 
it off when he was easily elected president. That anti-black 
racism, an American institution since the beginning, waned 
to insignificance in a few decades was the most encouraging 
social and cultural phenomenon of an era otherwise marked 
by troubling developments.

THE MOST RELIGIOUS COUNTRY
Americans are, by measurable standards, the Western world’s 
most religious people. Far more Americans than Europeans 
say they believe in God; far more belong to a church and far 
more say that they attend religious services regularly. That is 
what they say. It is safe to conclude from the many polls and 
surveys that many more Americans than Europeans believe
they are religious or want others to think that is so than is 
the fact.

Catholicism: Disguised Decline
In 2009, the Roman Catholic Church is, as it has been for a 
century, the largest denomination. Since 1965, Church mem-
bership has grown at the same rate as the nation’s popula-
tion. However, this was so only because many of the era’s 
immigrants were Catholic: almost all the Mexicans, Central 
Americans, Cubans, Haitians, and Philippinos; and a large 
minority of the Vietnamese. The attachment of native-born 
Catholics to the Church declined sharply during the mil-
lennium years while respect for the Church’s authority was 
shaken among those who did not depart.

In 1965, there were 58,000 priests and 180,000 nuns in the 
United States. At the end of the century there were just 45,000 
priests and 75,000 nuns. Annual ordinations of priests were 
a third of what they had been. Fifteen percent of Catholic 
parishes were without a full-time priest compared to one in a 
hundred in the 1960s. In 1965, three of four Catholics heard 
mass weekly; in 2007, one in four did.

The collapse began with the Second Vatican Council of 
1962–1965. The council scrapped practices to which ordi-
nary Catholics had clung as comforting and as part of what 
made their faith unique: the Latin Mass, abstinence from 
meat on Fridays, and the like. Many felt betrayed by “Holy 
Mother Church” and left the Church in large numbers. Many 
of those who remained ceased to respect the Church’s au-
thority that they had believed was absolute. By 2000, Catho-
lics were only slightly less likely to practice birth control as 
non-Catholics, to whom it was not forbidden.

Decay and Demoralization
Catholics were active in the divorce-remarriage mania of the 
late twentieth century. In this, the Church tried to accommo-
date them by freely granting annulments. Previously, every 
application for a Church annulment of a marriage had been 
rigorously reviewed. The procedure was lengthy and expen-
sive. In 1965, the Church granted only 338 annulments in 
the United States. By 2000, bishops were handing them out 
as liberally as they distributed palm fronds on Palm Sunday, 
50,000 a year.

In 2002, the Church was rocked by exposés of seminar-
ies rife with homosexuality and of priests who, for decades, 
had sexually abused young boys and gone unpunished. It 
was revealed that the Cardinal Archbishop of Boston not 
only failed to punish child molesters among his priests but 
assigned them to positions where young boys would be ex-
posed to them. This was unheard of before the 1960s when 
there was no shortage of priests and bishops had confidence 
in their authority. Then, priests with “problems” ranging 
from chronic drunkenness to keeping mistresses to peder-
asty were sent to remote, unpublicized Church rehabilitation 
centers.

Mainstream Protestantism
The millennium years were even harder on the mainstream 
Protestant churches. With few immigrants drawn to them, 
the traditionally most important American denominations 

Jewish Outmarriage
Religious observance was never important to Jewish 
identity in the United States. From the beginning of the 
Jewish immigration—Jews from Germany in the early 
nineteenth century—many American Jews were highly 
secular in culture. Jews identified themselves as Jews 
because gentiles saw them as a people apart and because 
they prized their history as a unique people. Therefore, in-
group marriage—Jews marrying Jews—was a vital part 
of their ethnic identity. Before 1924, 98.3 percent of Jewish 
marriages were in-group. In the 1960s, 69 percent were. 
Subsequently, as anti-Semitism evaporated and Jewish 
self-identification was more as American than as Jewish, 
Jews “married out” more and more frequently. In the 1990s, 
60 percent of Jewish marriages were to gentile husbands or 
wives.
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declined in membership. The numbers of Disciples of Christ 
dropped by almost half between 1965 and 2000. Member-
ship in the Episcopal Church declined by almost a third with 
a dispute over the consecration of an openly homosexual 
bishop threatening to split what was left in two. The United 
Church of Christ (the remnant of Congregationalism, of the 
Puritans) shrunk by 24 percent. Membership in the United 
Methodist Church declined by 20 percent, in the Presbyte-
rian Church by 8 percent.

The mainstream denominations had in common their 
clergy’s acceptance of scientific findings that contradicted 
the Bible read literally, a trend that began in the nineteenth 
century. Scripture was not, verbatim, the word of God and 
therefore not an inerrant revelation of truth and prescription 
of moral behavior. The Bible was a fount of inspiration and 
to some “liberal” Protestants, not even that.

The mainstream denominations abandoned doctrines 
once central to them, played down spirituality as supersti-
tion, and were embarassed by the emotionalism of those who 
claimed to have a personal relationship with God. They pro-
moted their churches as providers of social services to the 
less fortunate. But with plenty of secular institutions serving 
those purposes, communicants abandoned the mainstream 
denominations by the tens of thousands, some to church-
lessness, some to evangelical fundamentalist denominations 
that clung to “that old time religion” and offered emotional 
fulfillment.

Fundamentalism
The one major denomination to grow during the post-1965 
era was the Southern Baptist Convention which rejected the 
path taken by the mainstream churches. Indeed, liberal  Baptist 
ministers and congregations were made to feel  unwelcome 

after a fundamentalist takeover of church leadership in 1979. 
Most departed and the Southern Baptists shrugged off the 
defections. By clinging to the “fundamentals”—the literal 
truth of the Bible and the necessity of a personal relationship 
with God—they increased their membership by 60 percent 
in forty years.

The word fundamentalism was coined in 1910 by min-
isters troubled by the increasing acceptance of the geolo-
gists’ calculations that the earth was millions of years old—a 
 seventeenth-century bishop had dated the earth’s creation in 
4004 b.c.—and of Darwinian evolution, which contradicted 
the biblical account of the world’s creation.

The early fundamentalists were enthusiastic in their sup-
port of Prohibition and in calling for state laws that forbade 
teaching evolution in public schools. But they were not part 
of a “religious right” doing the heavy lifting for the rich as 
fundamentalists were at the end of the century. On the con-
trary, their political hero was William Jennings Bryan, who 
was a lifelong foe of the power wielded by the rich and by big 
business. Bryan pioneered many of the reforms that, in the 
1930s, were effected by Democratic party liberals, the “left.” 
In the South and West, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal de-
pended on the votes of “poor white” fundamentalists.

Pentecostals
The fastest growing fundamentalist churches were the pente-
costal denominations. The largest of them, the Assemblies of 
God, grew by 400 percent between 1960 and 1990. Member-
ship in the Pentecostal Assemblies increased by 1000 percent. 
The Church of God in Christ had 393 churches in 1960, 5,500 
in 1995; its membership had increased by 1300 percent.

The Pentecostals’ name and distinctive beliefs are based 
on the New Testament account of the first pentecost (the 

The Lakewood Church in Houston, 
one of the very biggest of the 
“megachurches,” at the grand 
opening in July 2005. Formerly 
the home of the Houston Rockets 
basketball team, Lakewood cost 
approximately $75 million to 
convert into a multistructure 
campus. The “chapel” can 
accommodate 16,000 people for 
Sunday services and often does.
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 fiftieth day after Easter). Christ’s disciples were gathered in a 
room when the Holy Spirit descended on them in the form 
of tongues of fire. This “baptism of the Holy Spirit” gave 
those who were blessed with it the ability to “speak with new 
tongues.”

Traditionally, this passage was interpreted to mean that 
the Holy Spirit enabled the early disciples to preach in lan-
guages they did not know in order to spread Christianity 
worldwide. The Pentecostals, who emerged in the first years 
of the twentieth century, believed that glossolalia (speaking 
in tongues) was sacred not as a missionary tool but because, 
however much it sounded like hysterical babbling to non-
believers, it was miraculous evidence of the Holy Spirit’s 
presence.

Pentecostals also believed in “faith healing,” the ability of 
those full of the Holy Spirit to cure illness merely by laying 
their hands on the afflicted. Oral Roberts became a national 
celebrity in the 1950s when, on television, he healed suppli-
cants who formed long lines to receive his touch. Roberts had 
been the first televangelist. Many of his most successful imi-
tators were also pentecostals, notably Jimmy Swaggart and 
Pat Robertson although, because Roberts had been persua-
sively accused of fraud, they avoided faith healing and glos-
solalia on their telecasts.

The Religious Right
Jerry Falwell, a nonpentecostal televangelist, was a Baptist 
minister whose weekly program, the Old Time Gospel Hour, 
a mixture of gospel music, Falwell’s preaching, and appeals 
for contributions, was very popular. In the late 1970s, Falwell 
took a political turn and founded the aggressively political 
Moral Majority. It was a coalition of political action commit-
tees that drew their support from people who were disturbed 
by social and cultural trends they regarded as immoral but 
which were reversible—if the moral majority of the popula-
tion mobilized and voted as a bloc.

The Moral Majority’s targets included the runaway in-
crease in the number of divorces (which were undercutting 
the institutions of marriage and family); the sexual  revolution 
(widespread acceptance of casual sexual intercourse); the 
 Supreme Court’s approval in Roe v. Wade (1973) of abortion 
on demand; and feminism generally (women had divinely 
ordained roles subordinate to men). Utterly beyond tolera-
tion was the just emerging “gay liberation movement,” de-
mands by homosexuals and their sympathizers that laws and 
practices discriminating against them be abolished and that 
homosexuality be accepted as an “alternate lifestyle.”

The Moral Majority was effectively an arm of the Repub-
lican party. It was instrumental in Ronald Reagan’s election 
victory in 1980 and the unexpected defeat of several veteran 
liberal Democratic senators. Republican party strategists 
whose chief interests were in cutting taxes for the wealthy 
and freeing big business and finance from government regu-
lation recognized the value to them of the “religious right” 
and began actively to court fundamentalist and evangelical 
Protestants.

By 1990, there were thirty-six wholly religious cable chan-
nels and 1,300 radio stations. Most of the programming was 
strictly religious—Bible study, gospel singers—but many of 
them also featured right-wing political preachers. The most 
successful of the minister-politicians was Pat  Robertson, 
whose 700 Club on the Christian Broadcasting Network 
made him so famous that he was able to make a serious bid 
for the Republican presidential nomination in 1988.

OH BRAVE NEW AGE
Frances Trollope, the British author of a famous book in 
1832 about the manners of Americans, was so nonplussed by 
the enthusiasm of Americans for outlandish religious beliefs 
that, she observed, if a Hindu holy man came to the United 
States, he would have a large following within months. Mrs. 
Trollope thought this was witty hyperbole. Had she been able 
to revisit the United States during the millennium years, she 
would have discovered that she had been a prophet. Ameri-
cans by the tens of thousands were joining a mélange of cults, 
some with bona fi de Hindu gurus.

Cults and Gurus
In the dictionary, a cult is a religious group, nothing more 
or less. In 1969, however, the word took on a sinister cast. 
Two grisly mass murders in Los Angeles were traced to the 
“Manson Family,” a hippie commune headed by 35-year-old 
Charles Manson. Claiming to be the reincarnation of Jesus, 
Manson had something like total “mind control” over his fol-
lowers. He ordered the killings, and they were carried out.

No other cult of the era was murderous but many, like the 
Manson Family, were spinoffs of the hippie episode. Most 
cult members were emotionally troubled teenagers, many 
of them runaways resentful of to their parents and, they 
believed, rebels against society’s materialistic values. With 
nothing of substance to substitute for the lives they rejected, 

Snake Handlers
Beginning in the 1930s, some Pentecostals in the Appalachians 
embraced the Bible’s admonition to those baptized in the 
Holy Spirit that “they shall take up serpents; and if they drink 
any deadly thing, I shall not hurt them.” When the number 
of believers who died or were maimed by rattlesnake bites 
increased—one fatality being a 7-year-old girl who got too 
close to an adult handler—Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, 
and Georgia outlawed the practice. Believers never took snake 
handling to the Supreme Court probably because, in Jones v.
City of Opelika (1943), the Court ruled that the constitutional 
guarantee of the free exercise of religion does not permit the 
free exercise of actions that endanger the well-being of others. 
Court approval of, for example, laws requiring motorcyclists to 
wear helmets, also imply that prosecuting snake handlers would 
be approved. Only West Virginia legally permits snake handling.
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they made “new values” of promiscuous sex and drugs and 
simply drifting. Manson had a sure eye for the type, boys and 
girls sitting listlessly on curbs or beaches, and he had a sweet, 
comforting, irresistible personality that any televangelist 
would have envied.

The cults of the era were “personality driven.” They re-
volved around a compelling guru, an “enlightened teacher 
who brings light into darkness.” Gifted gurus found drifting, 
dim adolescents easy prey to offers of a life of emotional se-
curity and fulfillment. They won control of their followers by 
similar methods. Recruits were isolated from the world out-
side the cult, especially from their families. In the midst of 
boys and girls like them who were already converted, gently 
and lovingly at first but then threateningly, through endless 
repetition, discussion of little else but their closed world, and 
peer pressure, they were instilled with an “us-versus-them” 
mentality and made to feel secure and psychologically at 
peace only in the commune or ashram.

Cults germinated like weeds in the millennium years. 
Some were lucrative enterprises for those who ran them.

The Family of Love
The Children of God or Family of Love was founded in 1968 
by a former minister of the Christian and Missionary Alliance, 
David Berg. He recruited his followers among religiously in-
clined hippies—“Jesus Freaks”—by preaching biblical fun-
damentalism with a twist. Berg said that Jesus blessed sexual 
intercourse with anyone as long as a couple (or a writhing 
pile of Children of God) “did it” in his name. Girls were told 
to imagine that they were coupling with Christ.

Sometime after 1970, Berg introduced the evangelical tech-
nique of “flirty fishing.” Female Children were sent out to trawl 
teenage hangouts and lure likely converts back to the com-
mune by promising sex. Plenty of boys and young men came 
and some of them stayed. The Children of God continued to 
flourish even after two of Berg’s daughters, his  daughter-in-
law, and several other former members accused him of sexu-
ally molesting them when they were prepubescent.

Deprogrammers
Charges of that sort aroused already distraught parents 
of cultists to seek help in rescuing them. They turned to 
Ted Patrick, a well-known civil rights activist in southern 
 California who called himself a deprogrammer. On televi-
sion talk shows, he said that gurus like Berg brainwashed 
their members, systematically destroying their sense of self 
and transforming them into docile, obedient zombies. For 
a fee, Patrick and helpers “snatched” (Patrick’s word) Chil-
dren of God and other cultists off the street and even from 
their communes. They took them forcefully to a motel room 
where they subjected them to a deprogramming that was a 
mirror image of the cults’ technique. Patrick’s successes in 
restoring cult members to their families brought him more 
business than he could handle, and he soon had imitators.

The deprogrammers were on safe legal ground despite 
the snatching and forced detention if their subjects were 
younger than 18 and therefore legally subject to their parents’ 
 authority. Deprogrammers could work on cultists 18 and 

older if the parents could convince a judge that their chil-
dren were mentally unfit to care for themselves and named 
the parents their legal conservators.

In the mid-1970s, when exposés of sordid cult practices 
were staples in newspapers and on television talk shows, it 
was not difficult to win conservatorships. By the end of the 
decade, however, when the American Civil Liberties Union 
and other organizations intervened on behalf of cult mem-
bers, Patrick was successfully sued and, in one case, sentenced 
to a year in jail on criminal charges.

Rama, Rama, Hare, Hare
Ted Patrick specialized in Hare Krishnas, members of the So-
ciety for Krishna Consciousness. Unlike the Children of God, 
they practiced a strict sexual morality, shunned tobacco, alco-
hol, and coffee, and were vegetarians. They proselytized openly, 
walking the streets of cities in groups dressed in eye-catching 
orange robes, banging on tambourines and ceaselessly chant-
ing the cult’s mantra (sacred syllables) that, like an advertising 
jingle, planted itself in the heads of many who heard it.

Hare Krishna Hare Krishna,
Krishna Krishna Hare Hare,
Hare Rama Hare Rama,
Rama Rama, Hare Hare.

Hare Krishnas attracted attention by drumming on 
tambourines and chanting hypnotically whilst dressed in 
Indian garb. They made comments of those who found 
them appealing rather than amusing because of their 
outlandishness.

Ve
rn

on
 M

er
rit

t I
II/

Ti
m

e 
&

 L
ife

 P
ic

tu
re

s/
Ge

tty
 Im

ag
es

 



People found them amusing rather than worrisome. In 
fact, their religion was acceptable Hinduism, which encom-
passes a great variety of practices. Hare Krishnas attracted 
the interest of authorities only when defectors revealed that 
the cult used members as unpaid labor on the society’s farms, 
at their vegetarian restaurants, and in other profit-making 
businesses. The Hare Krishnas were then accused of mak-
ing slaves by brainwashing them. Nevertheless, deprogram-
mers backed off in 1983 when a California court awarded a 
snatched Hare Krishna $32 million for false imprisonment. 
(The Supreme Court upheld the decision but reduced the 
damages.)

Overreaching
The Baghwan Shree Rajneesh was a retired professor who, 
some years before he came to the United States, had founded 
a lucrative ashram (a commune of believers) in India. He 
may or may not have used his disciples as unpaid labor. Most 
of his considerable income came from the gifts of the tens of 
thousands who, each year, visited the ashram.

In 1981, the Baghwan purchased 64,000 acres in thinly 
populated Wasco county, Oregon. He attracted several thou-
sand mostly American disciples to Rajneeshpuram. They 

were generally older than the Children of God and certainly 
had more money. The hook that caught them was the Bagh-
wan’s encouragement of wild sex and plenty of it.

The Baghwan himself seemed to do little but take daily 
rides in one of the Rolls Royces his followers had given him, 
waving at them as they were doing what they did. (He owned 
74 or 93 Rolls Royces—the sources differ. The Rajneeshis’ 
goal was to increase his collection to 365, one for each day 
of the year.)

When, in a local election, the Rajneeshpuram faithful out-
voted the more conventional residents of Antelope, Oregon, 
the trouble began. The Baghwan’s second-in-command, Ma 
Anand Sheelah, an American née Sheila Silverman, went out 
of her way to antagonize and bully the ashram’s neighbors 
and summarily expelled Rajneeshis who mildly questioned 
her commands. With evidence to back up their accusations, 
several of the exiles said that Ma had tried to murder the 
Baghwan’s doctor and, in order to demonstrate to the locals 
that she “meant business,” contaminated the salad bars of 
restaurants in The Dalles, the county seat, with salmonella 
bacteria. At least a dozen people were infected.

Ma fled abroad, but she was extradited and convicted of 
attempted murder and served three years of a twenty-year 

Having found no reason why these thousands of young Moonies should not be joined together in holy matrimony, the Rev. Sun Myung Moon, by the 
power he had vested in himself, pronounces them lots of husbands and lots of wives. Moon presided over several mass marriages of his followers; the 
cost of the tux rentals was by itself immense. None of the brides and grooms met until moments before the ceremonies. In an era when the flagging of 
dewy eyed romance was widely accepted as grounds for divorce, few things could better illustrate the hold gurus had on their cults than this ultimate 
in arranged marriages.
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sentence in prison. The Baghwan pled guilty to immigration 
fraud and was deported. After twenty countries refused to 
admit him, he returned to India where, fifteen years after his 
death, his ashram is still going strong.

The Moonies
The most successful cult of the era was the Unifi cation 
Church, the creation of a Korean, Sun Myung Moon. In 2008, 
Moon claimed a worldwide following of 3 million. Outside 
observers said that the true fi gure was closer to 250,000, but 
even that dwarfed the membership rolls of any other cult. 
(Worldwide, most “Moonies,” a name they did not like, were 
Korean and Japanese.)

Moon was a fundamentalist Christian who claimed that 
God had named him to complete the work of Jesus. In 
the United States, the Moonies first attracted attention in 
the 1970s when, indistinguishable from hippies in appear-
ance, they raised money at large airports by blocking the way 
of hurrying travelers and offering them a flower—usually 
badly wilted—in return for a donation. It was the peak of the 
brainwashing scare and the Moonies fit the bill. They smiled 
robotically, their eyes glazed as if they were drugged. Many, 
perhaps most travelers they accosted, were so discomfited 
that they dug out their pocket change just to get away.

Moon’s mind control of them was pretty well demon-
strated by several mass weddings of thousands of brides and 
grooms in Seoul and at New York’s Madison Square Garden. 
The couples—Moon did the pairings—were introduced only 
minutes before the ceremonies.

The Republican Party Cult
Several writers investigated and wrote about Moon. None 
satisfactorily explained how he parlayed a cult of teenagers 
into a huge commercial and fi nancial conglomerate. Surely 
he did not turn the trick with dimes and quarters extorted 
from air travelers. Nevertheless, by 1982, when Moon spent a 
year in federal prison for tax evasion, he owned farms, fi sh-
ing fl eets, and canneries in at least three states; companies 
manufacturing fi rearms and other products; banks, and real 
estate empires on three continents. He admitted to spending 
$830 million to found and develop the Washington Times to 
compete with the capital’s liberal Washington Post.

Moon was a far right conservative who contributed gener-
ously to the Republican party. He hired prominent Repub-
licans as lobbyists, paying one retired senator to be his con-
gressional lobbyist for, Democrats alleged, $50,000 a month. 
The party embraced him, somehow taking him into the tent 
with the religious right to whom, as a blasphemer, Moon 
might have been seen as anathema. However, as someone has 
said, money talks.

New Age
One expert on cults estimated that only about 30,000 mostly 
young Americans passed through cloistered cults like the 
Children of God and the Hare Krishnas. Much more numer-
ous were those who embraced one or another  manifestation 

of “New Age,” self-styled as a “New Global Movement 
 Toward Spiritual Development, Health and Healing, Higher 
 Consciousness, and Related Subjects.”

Although rooted in the counterculture of the 1960s, New 
Age peaked in influence in the 1980s and 1990s with out-
posts ranging from shops in strip malls to Sedona, a wealthy 
community in Arizona’s red rock country where there was a 
concentration of spiritually energizing “vortexes” to which 
New Agers flocked. A more economical destination for New 
Agers was Marfa, Texas, which offered dancing lights in the 
nocturnal sky.

Alternative Lifestyle
New Age meant “transformative experiences.” It was “spiri-
tual” not “religious,” a word New Agers disliked, associating 
it with passé Western religions, Christianity and Judaism. 
New Agers rejected as much of convention and tradition and 
mainstream American lifestyle as it was convenient to dis-
card while holding jobs and living within society.

New Agers embraced almost anything novel and non-
Western, the primitive, anything that could be defined as 
“alternative.” Rather than take a throbbing toe to a physi-
cian, New Agers sought out Holistic practitioners, Vedantic 
healers, counselors at vegetarian grocery stores, masseuses of 
a dozen schools, acupuncturists, aroma therapists, herbal-
ists. Some pored over the works of (nonbiblical) prophets 
like the sixteenth-century Michel de Nostradumus and the 
 twentieth-century Edgar Cayce. Others subscribed to su-
pernatural or extraterrestrial explanations of flying saucers, 
plane crashes, puzzling noises in the cellar, and dreams they 
had of being tucked into bed with Marie Antoinette.

New Age needed no publicity department. With the prolif-
eration of cable television, regiments of television reporters 
assigned to fill airtime with cheaply produced programming 
sought out New Agers for interviews and documentaries. 
New Age books were published by the hundreds of titles an-
nually. New Age art (sunsets, misty mountains) adorned New 
Age calendars and tea cups. New Age music (twanging sitars, 
not much melody) was the Muzak of thousands of New Age 
shops selling the books and recordings along with Sixties 
drug paraphernalia, tarot cards, distilled scents, divination 
bones, and crystals possessing “powers.”

New Age was not political. However, because it could be 
dabbled in by people who had jobs, lived within society, 
mated (in “new equalitarian relationships”), and raised chil-
dren (with a “new openness”), the New Age mentality pen-
etrated American culture as the cults did not. New Agers who 
were interested in public affairs inclined to be liberals and 
supported the causes that repulsed and mobilized the reli-
gious right.

CYBERAMERICA
In the early twentieth century, the automobile revolutionized 
Americans’ daily lives. At midcentury, television worked so-
cial and cultural changes so far-reaching that, by 1965, few 



people could remember (or wanted to remember) what their 
days were like without it. In the 1990s, the home computer 
hooked up to the World Wide Web—the Internet—reshaped 
daily life in America as profoundly and quickly as cars and 
television had done.

From the Army to Alma Mater
The basic principles of the computer, a device that crunches 
lots of big numbers very rapidly, were understood by math-
ematicians in the nineteenth century. During World War II, 
American and British scientists experimented with proto-
computers for the military; for example, to calculate instantly 
the trajectory of an artillery projectile so that it returned to 
earth in an ammunition dump rather than a dairy farm. The 
breakthrough machine, ENIAC, was not fi nished until 1946, 
too late to go to war.

But not too late for government and business, which also 
dealt with big numbers and complex mathematics. In 1951, 
the developers of ENIAC perfected UNIVAC, which could 
be manufactured and sold. Within a few years, several com-
panies, led by International Business Machines Corporation 
(IBM) were selling computers to corporations, government 
agencies, and universities. The “IBM card,” the means by 
which data was fed into computers, became the symbol of 
new technology.

At first, many people were vaguely troubled by the new 
experience of blacking out boxes instead of writing words 
when they applied for jobs, dealt with government agen-
cies, and chose their courses at college; then waiting for a 
machine to convert their work into holes in IBM cards of 
which they could make no sense; then carrying the cards to a 
clerk who could make no sense of them either. Only the ma-
chines understood them. Were computers going to rule the 

world?  Science fiction writers churned out tales of societies 
in which they did. The masterpiece of the genre was a film of 
1968, 2001: A Space Odyssey, in which the villain was HAL, 
a computer on a space ship that spoke in a voice that was 
simultaneously soothing and sinister.

Bringing HAL Home
Despite 2001 (and the declaration in 1977 of the president 
of Digital Equipment Corporation that “there is no reason 
anyone would want a computer in their home”), Americans 
began to adopt little HALs. Two “techno-nerds” in Califor-
nia, Steve Wozniak and Steve Jobs, began to sell the afford-
able Apple computer, which they had invented in a garage.

Apples might have become the world standard except for 
bad business decisions and IBM’s vast marketing network. In 
1981, the company purchased Disk Operating System (DOS) 
from a nerd who had effectively stolen it, Bill Gates. IBM’s 
consumer computers running DOS sold as soon as they were 
put on the market. In a trice there were 2 million desktop 
computers in American homes and innumerable nerds were 
churning out “software,” programs to put home computers 
to work at practical jobs and running entertaining games.

The Internet
The Internet, the instantaneous linkage of computers world-
wide over (at fi rst) telephone lines, was, like the computer, 
developed for the military. However, it was turned over to the 
National Science Foundation for civilian use in 1990. With 
the runaway growth of the World Wide Web, anyone who 
was “online” could, by typing a “search” word, gain access to 
a new kind of communication and a world of mostly free 
information.

The Web also opened up what seemed to be infinite com-
mercial possibilities. People could book airline tickets and 
hotel rooms or buy just about anything sold anywhere in 
the world from a corner of the kitchen. Internet companies 
called “dot-coms” after the suffix on most Web sites (.com) 
sprung up, their owners sanguine they would take over 
retailing from shops and mail-order catalog companies. 
More than 300 dot coms issued stock in 1998 and 1999. 
Web sites that provided services or information free told 
investors they would reap huge dividends from advertisers 
paying to have their commercial messages flashed on mil-
lions of computer screens.

The Bubble
Nine percent of American households were on the Inter-
net in 1996 when the Web began its commercial takeoff, 
20 percent in 1998, 50 percent by 2001. How could inves-
tors lose? Capital rushed to any enterprise connected with 
the Web: “breathe the word ‘Internet’ around a stock, and 
anything can happen.” In 1996, the value of stock in Yahoo! 
rose 153 percent in one day. Other “start-up” companies had 
similarly giddy experiences.

Nothing like it had happened since the Coolidge bull 
market. But in so heady an atmosphere, it was no more 

Steve Jobs (left) and Steve Wozniak, co-founders of Apple Computer 
Inc. at the unveiling of the Apple II computer in 1977. They developed 
the Apple I in Wozniak’s garage and were millionaires within a year. 
Wozniak was the technological genius. Jobs was the salesman and 
promoter extraordinaire. The Apple corporation almost went under 
because of some bad business decisions but held on to become the most 
innovative maker of computer “hardware.”
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 acceptable to mention 1929 than it was to discuss venereal 
disease at a college beer party. Bill Gates, whose “Windows” 
had made him “the world’s richest man,” wrote in 1995 that 
“Gold rushes . . . encourage impetuous investments. A few 
will pay off, but when the frenzy is behind us, we will look 
back incredulously at the wreckage of failed ventures and 
wonder, ‘who founded these companies? What was going on 
in their minds?’”

He may have been thinking of www.doodoo.com, which, 
for $19.95, delivered a box of horse manure to any address in 
America. Others less ridiculous should also have given inves-
tors pause: Dot-coms that made restaurant reservations (why 
not the telephone?) and took orders for the week’s milk, eggs, 
and Cheez-its (easier than ten minutes at the supermarket?). 
And there were simply too many heavily capitalized dot-
coms competing in very limited markets, such as wine and 
cigar dealers, for example.

those who had envisioned a noble cyber-America, the cat-
egory of Website getting the most hits was pornography.

BUSINESS CULTURE
Greed is what makes people rush into bubbles like the dot-
com insanity instead of pausing to think. The millennium 
years—and the years since 2000—were an age of greed. Its 
prophets were several writers of the 1970s, including Robert 
Ringer, who published Looking Out for Number One in 1978. 
Its frankest proponent was Wall Street’s Ivan Boesky who told 
university students in 1986 that “Greed is good. You can be 
greedy and still feel good about yourself.”

The Age of Greed began in 1980 with the election to the 
presidency of Ronald Reagan. His administration slashed the 
taxes the wealthiest Americans paid and freed big corpora-
tions from much of the government oversight that the New 
Deal had instituted and rapacious exploiters of natural re-
sources from conservation policies dating back to Theodore 
Roosevelt. None of Reagan’s successors in the White House, 
least of all the one Democrat, Bill Clinton, entertained re-
versing the “Reagan Revolution.”

Greed Is Good
The founders of dot-coms that never showed even the prom-
ise of profi t nevertheless paid themselves annual salaries of 
$500,000 and more out of start-up capital up to the week 
the company cash reserve ran dry. The executives of pretty 
much every big corporation in the country increased their 
salaries repeatedly at the expense of the shareholders for 
whom they ostensibly worked. In 1980, the salaries of CEOs 
(the chief executive offi cers of corporations) were forty 
times the average salaries of their company’s employees. 
In 2000, the ratio was 474:1. By way of comparison, British 
CEOs were paid twenty-four times the average employee’s 
compensation, French CEOs fi fteen times, and Swedish 
CEOs thirteen times.

John D. Rockefeller and the Vanderbilts were called “robber 
barons.” Rockefeller was indeed ferocious with competitors. 
William Vanderbilt, when asked about the public’s interest 
in how his New York Central was run, replied “The public be 
damned!” But neither dreamed of stealing from those who 
owned stock in their companies.

Stockholders were the favored prey of corporate executives 
of the millennium years. The more or less honest ones ob-
scenely overpaid themselves. More than a few of the “ giants 
of American business” whose photographs were run in mag-
azines like Forbes and Time encouraged investment for the 
purpose of stealing it. The top executives of Enron, an energy 
broker, stole or destroyed $67 billion of its capital. Stock-
holders in WorldCom (telecommunications) lost $9 billion 
to theft and $140 billion in the value of their  holdings, all 
covered up for five years by company accountants so more 
investors could be wooed.

Webvan squandered $1.2 billion in start-up capital, much 
of it going into the pockets of the company’s executives. Two 

Shrewd Investing
In 2002, Wall Streeters with a sense of humor circulated the 
following stock analysis: If, a year earlier, an investor bought 
$1,000 in Nortel Networks stock, the portfolio was now worth 
$42. If, instead, the investor had spent $1,000 on beer and 
drank it, at a nickel a can deposit, his portfolio was worth $91.

Bust
The prices of “old technology” stocks followed high-tech is-
sues up the mountain (which also had its precedent in the 
1920s). The New York Stock Exchange index, 2,365 in 1990, 
rose to more than 11,000 in ten years—400 percent. The 
market peaked in March 2000, tottered for a few months, 
then collapsed, led by the bursting of the Internet bubble. 
Dot-coms folded by the hundreds, some because they were 
absurd enterprises from their inception, some because their 
directors squandered capital on advertising and on their own 
grotesque salaries.

The Internet advertising bonanza did not materialize. 
“Web surfers” had learned years earlier that one went to 
the bathroom during television commercials. They had no 
trouble not noticing ads on their computers. Capitalized at 
$135 million, AllAdvantage.com assured advertisers their 
spiels would be seen because AllAdvantage would pay In-
ternet users 50¢ for every hour that ads streamed across the 
 bottom of their screens. Two million people signed up. In 
three months, AllAdvantage collected $10 million from ad-
vertisers and paid its members $40 million.

In 2000, less than 1 percent of American retail sales were 
made online. In early 2001, the shares of a third of dot-coms 
devoted to huckstering were valued at less than $10. An 
Internet company selling fine wines, in which suckers had 
invested $200 million, dismissed 235 of 310 employees in 
 January 2001 and was foreclosed by creditors in April. In-
ternet use continued to increase but, perhaps dismaying to 

www.doodoo.com


Religion and Flying Saucers Don’t Mix

People who knew Marshall Applegate before 1970 did not 
recall that he was particularly interested in flying saucers. 
They remembered him as an intelligent and articulate pro-
fessor of music at a small college in Houston.

In fact, Applewhite was deeply troubled. He was homo-
sexual and despised himself for his inclinations. When his 
university fired him for “health problems of an emotional 
nature” (he was caught in a relationship with an under-
graduate), Applewhite checked himself into a mental hos-
pital to be cured of his affliction. There he met Bonnie Lu 
Nettles and the two clicked instantly as if they had been 
destined to work together, as they believed they had.

Like Applewhite, Nettles was raised in a strict funda-
mentalist family. They both looked to the Bible for ex-
planations of themselves (they were “the two witnesses 
of Revelation”) and of news reports of flying saucers and 
alien abductions. Nettles was “New Age.” She drew astro-
logical charts and hosted seances at which she “channeled” 
the messages of people long dead. She told Applewhite 
that he was a messiah. No doubt she recognized in him a 
quality in which she, for all her lore, was lacking. Apple-
white had a preternatural ability to win people over to his 
beliefs by gentle, hypnotic persuasion. Later, Applewhite’s 
sister would say that even as a child “he could get people 
to believe anything.”

Until Nettles died in 1988, she and Applewhite trav-
eled widely seeking followers. (There was no sex involved. 
 Applewhite “cured” his homosexuality by rejecting all sex. 
Eventually, he had himself castrated.) On the Oregon coast 
they met members of a flying saucer cult who were im-
pressed with their biblical explanation of spaceships. They 
depended on such people to survive and, briefly, on thiev-
ery. Applewhite was arrested for stealing a car and credit 
cards in Harlingen, Texas, and jailed for six months. When 
he was released, he and Nettles (calling themselves “Bo” and 
“Peep”) returned to Oregon and persuaded about twenty 
people to accompany them to eastern Colorado where a 
space ship was to land and, after their “Human Individual 
Metamorphosis,” transport them to a “higher level of ex-
istence.” That did not work out but, according to one dis-
ciple, they had as many as 120 followers at a time.

Applewhite, now renamed “Do,” went public in 1994 
with a full-page advertisement in USA Today headed, 

“UFO Cult Resurfaces with Final Offer” and “Last Chance 
to Advance Beyond Human.” He wrote up his ever-more 
intricate message in essays posted on the Internet and on 
videotapes of his soft-spoken sermons (lessons). “Heaven’s 
Gate,” as he called his cult, was built on a fundamentalist 
framework updated in a New Age vocabulary and always 
returning to spaceships as the physical means of reach-
ing “the next level above human.” The human body was 
the “temporary container” of the soul—pretty orthodox 
stuff—but the means of the soul’s liberation, revealed to 
the world in 1997, was something else.

Like other cultists, the Heaven’s Gaters lived commu-
nally and had a uniform: black sweatsuits and sneak-
ers. They were much older than the Children of God 
and Moonies but also childish. They assumed silly new 
names like “OLLODY” and “RKKODY,” called breakfast 
“First Experiment,” lunch ”Second Experiment,” a bras-
siere a “slingshot,” and so on. Some members were skilled 
computer technicians. When Applewhite rented a 9,000-
square-foot mansion in ultra-exclusive Rancho Santa Fe, 
California, Heaven’s Gate paid the bills by creating Web 
sites for local businesses.

The cult’s descent into pathos was triggered by the ap-
pearance of the Hale-Bopp comet in 1996 and the claim 
by a Houston astronomer that there was an elongated 
object in the comet’s tail. It was, Applewhite said, what 
they had been waiting for, the spaceship that would col-
lect their souls once they were liberated from their bodies 
by collective suicide. But first, the thirty-nine at the com-
mune would have a last fling in Las Vegas. Like few visitors 
in the history of that city, least of all those bound for glory, 
the Heaven’s Gaters kept meticulous accounts: winnings 
on slot machines $58.91; change found on floor $2.28; and 
so on. Back in California, they celebrated their last sup-
per at a Marie Callender’s restaurant, ordering thirty-nine 
chicken pot pies, thirty-nine salads, and thirty-nine serv-
ings of cheesecake. Several days later, the temporary con-
tainers of their souls were found in the Rancho Santa Fe 
mansion, neatly laid out, identically dressed (brand-new 
sneakers), with a $5 bill and three quarters in the pocket 
of each. In three shifts—to ensure that all went well—they 
drank perfectly mixed barbituate and vodka cocktails and 
went to sleep.

How They Lived

weeks before Webvan declared bankruptcy, wiping out other 
investors, its founder sold his shares at a personal profit of 
$2.7 million.

Feeling Good About Incompetence
There was no penalty for being an incompetent business exec-
utive. In April 2001, hours before the Pacifi c Gas and  Electric 

Company fi led for bankruptcy, the corporation paid all its top 
executives big bonuses as rewards for their splendid work. Coca 
Cola’s CEO, after supervising the loss of $4 billion, was given 
a severance check for $18 million. American Telephone and 
Telegraph fi red CEO John Walther after nine months because 
he “lacked intellectual leadership.” Nevertheless, AT&T wrote 
him a fi nal check for $26 million. Under the  management of 
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Jill Barron, a toy manufacturer, Mattel, lost $2.5 billion. She 
joined the line at the unemployment offi ce with $40 million in 
severance pay and bonuses in her purse.

Academia in the Age of Greed
Reading about the astronomical salaries corporate execu-
tives drew, university administrators began to pay them-
selves very well too. The annual salary of President Mark 
G. Yudoff of the University of Texas was $787,000. John 
W. Shumaker of the University of Tennessee “earned” 
$735,000 a year. Manuel Esteban, president of California 
State  University-Chico complained to a reporter that he 
was underpaid and due for a raise before he had put in a 
semester’s work.

Education moguls prepared well at taxpayer expense for 
their golden years and so that they could build up the estates 

they would bequeath their children. In 1992, David Gardner 
retired from the presidency of the University of California 
after nine years service. His pension was to be $60,000 a year. 
However, his subordinates arranged with the state legisla-
ture—both political parties agreeing—to present Gardner 
with a parting check for $797,000 and annual payments of 
$126,000 of taxpayer money.

Gardner was 59; why did he retire so young? Because, he 
explained, he could not carry on with his wife recently de-
ceased. She had always been by his side during his nearly an-
nual trips to Hawai’i to check up on the university’s astro-
nomical observatory there.

Fortuitously, with only $345 in pension money coming in 
each day, Gardner found a retirement job with an $825 mil-
lion foundation which, apparently, he could handle without 
his late wife’s companionship.

For three decades, Cartoonist Garry Trudeau twitted American social, cultural, and political foibles in Doonesbury. Here, he skewers the fact that, 
during the Clinton years, corporation executives were not penalized for their incompetence. Rather, they had even more financial rewards showered 
on them.
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DISCOVERY

How did the national temper of the 1970s differ from that of the 1960s?

Economics and Technology: The following excerpt from a presidential statement reflects a sense of unease. Why? 
What was it about the 1970s that produced such a mood? How did the gasoline shortage of that era differ from the 
energy crisis of our own times? Can President Carter’s perception of a national malaise be applied to the United 
States today?

Text not available due to copyright restrictions
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To read extended versions of selected documents, visit the companion Web site 
www.cengage.com/history/conlin/tap9e; click on “Discovery Sources”

Jimmy Carter’s Malaise Speech, 1979 

From Public Papers of the Presidents of the United 
States Jimmy Carter 1979, Book II. Washington, DC: 
Government Printing Offi ce, 1980.

In a nation that was proud of hard work, strong families, 
close-knit communities, and our faith in God, too many of 
us now tend to worship self-indulgence and consumption. 
Human identity is no longer defined by what one does, 
but by what one owns. But we’ve discovered that owning 
things and consuming things does not satisfy our longing 
for meaning. We’ve learned that piling up material goods 
cannot fill the emptiness of lives which have no confidence 
or purpose. 

The symptoms of this crisis of the American spirit 
are all around us. For the first time in the history of our 
country a majority of our people believe that the next 
five years will be worse than the past five years. Two-
thirds of our people do not even vote. The productivity 
of American workers is actually dropping, and the 
willingness of Americans to save for the future has fallen 
below that of all other people in the Western world. 

As you know, there is a growing disrespect for government 
and for churches and for schools, the news media, and 
other institutions. This is not a message of happiness or 
reassurance, but it is the truth and it is a warning. 

These changes did not happen overnight. They’ve come 
upon us gradually over the last generation, years that were 
filled with shocks and tragedy. 

We were sure that ours was a nation of the ballot, not 
the bullet, until the murders of John Kennedy and Robert 
Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr. We were taught that 
our armies were always invincible and our causes were always 
just, only to suffer the agony of Vietnam. We respected the 
Presidency as a place of honor until the shock of Watergate. 

We remember when the phrase “sound as a dollar” was 
an expression of absolute dependability, until 10 years of 
inflation began to shrink our dollar and our savings. We 
believed that our Nation’s resources were limitless until 1973, 
when we had to face a growing dependence on foreign oil. 

These wounds are still very deep. They have never been 
healed.
. . .
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Chapter 52

Only Yesterday
Politics and the Economy 1993–2009

Americans have no political ideas. They follow leaders who attract them or know 
how to manage them. The kind of political leaders they like are human circuses.

—William Graham Sumner

Some great and glorious day, the plain folks of this land will reach their heart’s desire 
at last and the White House will be adorned by a downright moron.

—H. L. Mencken

not  reelected. Clinton promptly remade himself. He was no 
longer a “liberal.” He was a “New Democrat.” Like President 
Reagan, he became a devoted friend of business and a sworn 
enemy of higher taxes. As a New Democrat, Clinton was 
elected governor for a decade.

High Achiever
He was born William Jefferson Blythe in 1946, a posthumous 
child; his father died in an automobile accident shortly be-
fore his appearance. When his mother remarried in 1950 and 
moved to Hot Springs, people naturally enough called him 
“Billy Clinton” after his stepfather. As a teenager, he legally 
adopted Clinton as his surname.

Not that he admired his stepfather. Roger Clinton was a 
drunk who regularly battered Bill’s mother. But Clinton 
suffered none of the psychological traumas associated with 
growing up in a dysfunctional home. He was a model student, 
good-natured, and sociable. He was popular, the highest at-
tainment of adolescence. Ever striving for recognition, able to 
wriggle out of embarrassments with ease, and snapping back 
resiliently from setbacks were to characterize his career.

Clinton graduated from Georgetown University and 
won a prestigious Rhodes Scholarship—a year’s paid study 
at  Oxford University with few demands beyond making 
the  acquaintance of future members of the British elite. In 
 England he participated in anti-Vietnam demonstrations 
but, with his political ambitions well-formed, he took care 
to be inconspicuous. Just as quietly in letters to the United 
States, he explored ways to dodge military service.

I
n 1994, when physicians confirmed that Ronald Rea-
gan had been stricken by Alzheimer’s disease, his wife 
shut him up away from the public. Nevertheless, dur-
ing his long confinement and since his death, Reagan’s 
person has continued to loom over American politics, 

just as the ghost of Franklin D. Roosevelt had for a genera-
tion after his death. Republican politicians invoked Reagan’s 
name as reverently as liberal Democrats once traded on 
FDR’s legacy.

Every Republican who sought the party’s presidential 
nomination between 1988 and 2008 claimed to be the heir of 
the Great Communicator. They were highly selective in the 
principles of Reaganism they remembered. None paid much 
attention to Reagan’s advocacy, at the end of his presidency, 
of nuclear disarmament and forbearance with the Soviet 
Union. But they all knew by heart the powerful spell: lower 
taxes, lower taxes.

THE CLINTONS
Many believed that George H. W. Bush lost his bid for reelec-
tion in 1992 because, having told voters, “read my lips: no 
new taxes,” Reagan’s irresponsible fi nancial policies caught 
up with him and he had to ask Congress for an increase.

The Democrat who defeated Bush in 1992, William 
 Jefferson “Bill” Clinton, needed no lessons about how 
 Americans felt about taxes. During his first term as gov-
ernor of Arkansas, he sponsored an increase in the state 
motor vehicle tax—the cost of license plates!—and he was 
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Hillary Rodham
At Yale University’s School of Law, Clinton met and set up 
housekeeping with fellow student Hillary Rodham, who also 
had big ambitions. Her background was rather different than 
Clinton’s although not one in which he was uncomfortable. 
She was a midwesterner from a family several social notches 
above the smoking, drinking, card-playing Clintons of Little 
Rock. She was a Republican—an active one—when she ma-
triculated at Wellesley. There she was surrounded by girls 
talking civil rights, protesting the Vietnam war, and groping 
their way toward feminism. She was soon confl icted, she told 
an advisor; she was “a mind conservative and a heart liberal.” 
By the time she got to Yale Law, she was a certifi ed Democrat 
of the political correctness persuasion.

A year after Bill graduated, the two married and estab-
lished their residence in Arkansas: Bill’s political career was 
their first priority and it took off with a bang when he was 
elected governor when just 32 years of age. Hillary practiced 
law with Little Rock’s most prestigious firm. The temptations 
to exploit their ties—hot-shot lawyer and governor—must 
have been numerous. Except for one slip, however—and that 
ambiguous—they managed for ten years to avoid even the 
appearance of insider influence peddling.

Pleasing the Crowd
“New Democrats” like the Clintons were ultra-liberal on 
cultural and social issues. They were feminists, supported 
“A Woman’s Choice” (abortion on demand), “gay rights,” 
and so on. Bill Clinton’s sympathy for African American 
causes was unreserved and sincere. After 1980, however, he 
was as big business-friendly as the Reagan Republicans and 
of one mind with them about taxation and government 
spending. He avoided spendy social programs that tradi-
tionally Democrats proposed. “The age of big government 
is over,” he  proclaimed.

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010

Politics 1993–2009

George W. Bush president 2001–2009

1995  Republican attempt to neutralize Clinton fails

1998 House of Representatives impeaches president

1994 Clinton health care reform fails; Republicans win majorities in both houses of Congress

1993–2001 William J. Clinton president

2000 Supreme Court resolves disputed election in Florida

2001 “9/11” terrorist attack saves Bush presidency

2003 Iraq war begins

Barak Obama wins hotly contested Democratic presidential nomination  2008

President William Jefferson Clinton and Hillary Clinton, the future 
senator from New York and 2008 presidential candidate. During the 
1992 campaign, Bill Clinton said that by voting for him, “you get two 
for the price of one.” That is, Hillary would be a kind of “co-president.” 
Politically, his remark was a mistake. Voters were taken aback by the 
idea and Clinton never again mentioned it. Once elected, however, 
he named Mrs. Clinton to manage his health care reform bill through 
Congress despite the fact she had held no public office.
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In an electoral democracy, a politician who wants to win 
elections must be an opportunist, embracing causes that will 
win voters over. Clinton lived to win elections, and he ap-
peared to critical Arkansans to lack any principle at all. “He’ll 
be what people want him to be,” one Little Rocker said. “He’ll 
do or say what it will take to be elected.”

He won the dubious nickname “Slick Willie” because of 
the ease with which he changed positions. With the emer-
gence of the religious right in the 1980s, Clinton reactivated 
his identification as a Southern Baptist. He abandoned his 
opposition to the death penalty when it looked to hurt 
him at the polls and, at the small cost of arousing the ire of 
Hillary’s social circle, he refused to commute the death sen-
tences of several convicted murderers in the Arkansas state 
prison. When, as president, he ordered the military to cease 
discharging homosexuals and there was a noisy national re-
action, Clinton quickly backed off. He changed his position 
to “don’t ask, don’t tell”—homosexuals in the army and navy 
should keep their proclivities to themselves and their supe-
riors should not actively seek out homosexuals in the ranks. 
Characteristically, he described as new and up-to-date what 
had been unofficial army policy since George Washington 
was a major.

The Happy Schmoozer
Democrats of an earlier generation called their hero Al Smith 
the “Happy Warrior” because of his zest for politicking. 
 Clinton surpassed him. He so delighted in making speeches 
that he had diffi culty concluding them. As president he set the 
record for public appearances, twenty-eight each year com-
pared to John F. Kennedy’s nineteen and Herbert Hoover’s 
eight. No prominent politician enjoyed schmoozing with the 
party faithful at fund-raising parties a fraction as much as 
he did.

Clinton’s sole political weakness was a goatish sex drive he 
found difficult to control. He had at least one extended sexual 
affair when he was governor, and he liked to top off banquets 
and fund-raisers with a one-night stand with one of the polit-
ical groupies who were fixtures at such events. Two  Arkansas 
state troopers who served as Clinton’s bodyguards later ad-
mitted that among their duties was watching hotel room 
doors when the governor was entertaining guests. His hobby 
was risky because rumors of it were a staple of gossip in Little 
Rock political circles. In 1992, Gennifer Flowers, an Arkansas 
state employee who was Clinton’s longtime mistress, threat-
ened his presidential campaign when she publicized their re-
lationship complete with recorded phone conversations.

AN UP AND DOWN
CO-PRESIDENCY
During the 1992 campaign, Clinton said that by voting for 
him, Americans would get “two for the price of one”—two co-
presidents, Hillary and himself. When the popular response 
to this extra-constitutional innovation was  unfavorable, he 
abandoned the slogan but not his intentions. One of his 

fi rst acts as president was to name Mrs. Clinton to manage a 
health care reform bill.

A National Shame
Americans with good medical insurance enjoyed excellent 
health care—although at greater cost than the people of other 
nations. In 1993, annual per capita expenditure on medical 
care in the United States was $3,700. In Switzerland (the sec-
ond most expensive country for doctors, hospitals, and drugs), 
the price tag was $2,644. Americans paid up to fi ve times what 
Canadians, Europeans, and Japanese paid for prescriptions, 
including drugs manufactured in the United States.

About 39 million Americans were uninsured. Conse-
quently, by virtually every public health index (infant mor-
tality, death of women in childbirth), the United States 
ranked lower than every other developed nation and some 
third world countries—thirty-seventh in the world overall. 
Only Haiti and Bolivia had lower immunization rates.

Greed in the medical profession and in health care busi-
nesses was at the bottom of the anomaly. Pharmaceutical 
companies took profits of a thousand percent on their pills 
(on sales within the United States); manufacturers of medi-
cal hardware ranging from wheelchairs to CAT (computed 
axial tomography) scanners charged far more in the United 
States than they did in other countries. Any federal health 
care reform would necessarily have reduced the scale of the 
profiteering.

As a group, American medical students were more in-
terested in big incomes than in the science of medicine or 
the service to others of medical practice. Most aspired to be 
specialists—“procedure men”—who worked a fraction of 
the hours general practitioners put in but took home several 
times their incomes. In Britain and Germany, 70 percent of 
physicians were primary care doctors, in Canada 51 percent. 
In the United States, just 13 percent of physicians were.

The health care bureaucracy, like bureaucracies in govern-
ment, education, and corporations, was bloated with over-
paid paper shufflers. The number of American physicians 
increased by half between 1983 and 1998. The number of 
“health care managers” increased 683 percent.

Hillary’s Project
Harry S. Truman and Lyndon Johnson both tried to rem-
edy a health care crisis far less serious than the one Clinton 
faced. They were foiled by the American Medical Association 
(the doctors’ lobby) and the pharmaceutical and insurance 
companies. Republicans successfully denounced the plans 
they proposed as “socialistic,” a never-fail line in American 
politics. So the Clintons did not consider proposing a genu-
inely socialized national health scheme like some of those in 
Western Europe.

They also rejected the nonsocialist health care system in 
neighboring Canada. Most Canadians liked their recently 
introduced “single payer” health insurance: Everyone who 
could afford them paid premiums; a consortium of insur-
ance companies paid everyone’s medical expenses accord-
ing to a scale of fees the government judged reasonable. 



 However, there were just enough well-publicized complaints 
by Canadians about long waits for some operations to pro-
vide the Republicans ammunition with which to frighten 
American voters who were insured.

Clinton tried to appease the insurance companies by 
leaving their independence and immense profits intact. In 
his plan, the federal government would subsidize the insur-
ance companies in return for their agreement to apportion 
responsibility for the 39 million uninsured among them. 
Unfortunately, in trying to please big business as well as 
resolving the health care problem (and to disguise, as the 
income tax code did, the extent to which the government 
sanctioned profiteering), the Clinton bill was impossibly 
contrived, complicated, and convoluted. Even the articu-
late president could never clearly explain how the system 
would work. Congressional Republicans exploited the pub-
lic’s mystification by tacking dozens of amendments on the 

President Clinton delivering his State of the Union address in 1995, the 
year his popularity hit bottom. To the left is Albert Gore who, as vice 
president, was president of the Senate. To the right is the new Speaker 
of the House, Newt Gingrich, who engineered the Republican party’s 
capture of Congress in 1994. He was about to launch a campaign 
to destroy Clinton’s presidency, but it taught him that, as a political 
engineer, he was not in the president’s league.
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The Presidential Cabinet Record Book
Janet Reno was the first woman to be Attorney General. 
President Clinton also named the first woman Secretary of 
State, Madeleine Albright.

More noteworthy, Reno was the only Attorney General to 
serve throughout a two-term president’s entire tenure, which 
was all the more remarkable in that President Clinton did 
not like her. (William Wirt was Attorney General for twelve
consecutive years under two presidents but, by a few weeks, 
he missed serving a full eight years under James Monroe.)

Four members of Clinton’s cabinet served from the 
beginning to the end of his presidency, a record unlikely to 
be broken. During the two-term presidencies of Reagan and 
Eisenhower, only one cabinet member stayed in office first 
to last. The record for longevity in a cabinet post is held by 
Harold Ickes, Secretary of the Interior from 1933 to 1946.

AN UP AND DOWN CO-PRESIDENCY 851

Clinton bill, transforming it from mere incoherence into 
gibberish.

Managing such a bill called for a veteran arm-twister like 
Lyndon Johnson. Hillary Clinton had no contacts in Con-
gress; she was out of her depth. And she was unpopular, 
having got off to a bumpy start as First Lady. In a television 
interview, she boasted, like any other Wellesley feminist, that 
she was not the kind of woman who stayed home and baked 
chocolate chip cookies. She actually sneered when she quoted 
a country-and-western lyric that called on the women of the 
republic to “stand by your man.” At a stroke she had heaped 
contempt on women who baked for their children and be-
lieved (at least in principle) in spousal loyalty.

When her blunder was pointed out to her, Mrs. Clinton 
good-humoredly whipped up a batch of cookies for a visiting 
troop of visiting girl scouts and the TV cameras that accom-
panied them, but it would take her years to put to rest the 
public image of her as an obnoxious rich girl.

Midterm Setback
Clinton foundered during his fi rst two years as president, 
burning his fi ngers with foolish appointments. A personal 
friend of Hillary Clinton he named Assistant Attorney Gen-
eral turned out to have authored an inane essay proposing 
that African Americans be granted multiple votes in elections 
as compensation for the oppression of their ancestors. In a 
speech, Clinton’s Surgeon General said that the public schools 
should start teaching their pupils about masturbation.

In 1994, the Republicans won control of the Senate and—
for the first time since 1952—the House of Representatives. 
Within a year, worried that Clinton’s boners would drag 
them down with him, 137 Democratic officeholders became 
Republicans, among them the Native American trophy sena-
tor from Colorado, Ben Nighthorse Campbell.

The new Speaker of the House, Newt Gingrich of Georgia, 
thought he saw an opportunity to repeat the Reagan revolu-
tion of 1980 with himself in the role of Republican presi-
dential nominee. He called on the Republican majority in 
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Congress to honor the “Contract with America” that he had 
drawn up before the 1994 election. It called for a three-fifths 
majority in Congress to increase taxes, reducing the number 
of House committees and the size of committee staffs, limit-
ing the terms of committee chairmen, and opening all com-
mittee meetings to the public.

The Giddy but Brief Reign of Gingrich 
the First
Republican congressmen backed Gingrich because he had 
engineered the party’s victory in 1994. Lacking Reagan’s per-
sonality, however, he had little following in the country and, 
when he began to believe his own press releases—that he was 
as powerful as Clinton—he overreached and wrote a quick 
end to his glory days.

Gingrich called for cuts in spending on Medicare and 
Social Security. That was a mistake Reagan never made. It 
was one thing to pare expenditures on social programs that 
served the poor. Few of the poor people voted. Threatening 
programs valued by the elderly, however, was playing  Russian 
Roulette. Mobilized by a powerful lobby, the  America Asso-
ciation of Retired Persons, old people took voting seriously. 
Florida retirement communities chartered buses to get them 
to the polls en masse. The political center had given the 
 Republicans control of Congress in 1994. Gingrich made a 
gift of the center to Clinton when he talked about economiz-
ing with Social Security and Medicare.

Late in 1995, Gingrich destroyed himself. Thinking of 
something like a coup d’état, he persuaded Congress to with-
hold operating expenses from the administration. Clinton 
had no choice but to lay off tens of thousands of federal 
employees with Gingrich getting the blame; Clinton could 
not pay them. Some federal departments shut down entirely. 
Government services on which millions depended were sus-
pended. Clinton closed down the National Park system. The 
parks were not essential, but they were extremely popular. 
Gingrich discovered that, as a political scatback, he was not in 
Clinton’s league. He capitulated. The government reopened. 
Clinton, written off as a one-term president in 1994, rang in 
election year 1996 with his approval rating climbing.

1996: A Personal Victory
The Republican presidential candidate in 1996 was a quint-
essential midwesterner, Senator Robert Dole of Kansas. 
Dole was presidential caliber. To his credit—historically 

 speaking—he despised the humiliations of late-twentieth-
 century political campaigns—the eternal toothy beaming 
and waving to crowds, the rock-star-like public appearances, 
the pandering after votes, the begging for contributions—all 
the things that Clinton loved. Worse, Dole was incapable of 
concealing his disgust with the personality and beauty show 
that politicking had become. Worse yet, he often responded to 
questions with a witty, self-deprecating frankness.  American 
voters traded in slogans and insisted on celebrity smiles in 
their leaders. Wit was grounds for suspicion.

Dole revived a Clinton scandal that had surfaced briefly in 
1992. Back in the 1970s, the Clintons had invested borrowed 
money in a vacation home development in Arkansas called 
Whitewater. The venture flopped; investors, the Clintons in-
cluded, lost their money. Then, according to Republicans, 
Governor Clinton steered state money to Hillary’s law firm 
where it was diverted to banker friends so that they could 
make up their Whitewater losses. In return, the bankers fed 
Hillary Clinton information that enabled her to parlay a 
small personal investment into a windfall profit.

Unfortunately for Dole, there was no solid proof of wrong-
doing. Moreover, with the country at the beginning of the 
dot-com speculation, how anyone made money was of little 
interest.

When Whitewater fizzled as an issue, Dole turned to 
Clinton’s practice of inviting rich Democrats to high-status 
“sleepovers” at the White House in return for big campaign 
contributions. That sort of thing was standard Clinton op-
erating procedure but the voters shrugged. With Ross Perot 
in the running again, taking votes from Dole, Clinton was 
reelected with less than half the popular vote but easily in 
the electoral college. It was, however, a personal victory, not a 
Democratic party victory. The Republicans retained control 
of Congress and actually added two seats in the Senate.

FOREIGN POLICY IN THE 1990S
Clinton was the fi rst president in fi fty years who was not faced 
with the challenge of the Cold War: avoiding a nuclear show-
down with the Soviet Union while exploiting opportunities 
to improve the geopolitical position of the United States. He 
did not have to ask “What will the Russians do?” when he was 
confronted by problems abroad that required attention. He 
was able to respond to them fl exibly and he did. No doubt 
because he had been a “peacenik” during the 1960s, he was 
determined to avoid a real war. He always acted in concert 
with allies and with United  Nations approval. He involved 
the United States in no bloody  Vietnams or insoluble Iraqs.

Somalia
Clinton’s fi rst test came in Somalia, an impoverished godfor-
saken land in East Africa. Somalia qualifi ed as a pawn dur-
ing the Cold War only because its neighbor and traditional 
enemy was Ethiopia. The Soviets and Americans had taken 
turns buying Somalia’s friendship by pumping money into 
the country. When the Cold War ended, so did the subsidies. 

Investigating Whitewater
Clinton’s enemies were obsessed with Whitewater. It was clear 
by the summer of 1996 that they could not implicate the Clintons 
in a crime. Nevertheless, they dragged the investigation out 
until 2000. After five years and an expenditure of $50 million, all 
they had was the probability that, as an attorney in Arkansas, 
Hillary Clinton had cut a few corners of the kind that, every 
week, half the nation’s lawyers are paid to cut.



Somalia was plunged into a vicious civil war among clans 
with a nomadic mentality.

In the capital, Mogadishu, the Somali warlords did not vie 
for control of the police and the water, electricity, and tele-
phone systems. They destroyed them. The city, never much, 
was reduced to worse than chaos. Teenage thugs armed with 
sophisticated leftover Russian and American weapons terror-
ized the streets. In the countryside, mostly arid scrub suited 
only to browsing goats, much of the population was starving.

At the urging of humanitarian organizations and the 
United Nations, Clinton sent 26,000 soldiers and marines 
in. As a relief mission, the intervention was successful. The 
famine abated and, or so it seemed, Mogadishu was pacified. 
Then an American Blackhawk helicopter crashed in the city 
and the crew was literally torn to pieces by the people it was 
trying to protect. Clinton wanted no more of that. He had 
to negotiate a truce with the warlords in order to get the sol-
diers out of the country without further casualties, but he 
got them out.

Haiti
Haiti was close to a Somali-level chaos and its proximity to 
the United States gave the country’s desperation an urgency 
that could not be ignored. Extreme poverty—the worst in the 
Western Hemisphere—no realistic hope of relief, a  history of 
brutal, corrupt dictatorships, and terrorization by both the 
government and criminal gangs drove thousands of Haitians 
to fl ee. They crowded into boats incapable of making a land-
fall anywhere but, with luck, would stay afl oat long enough 
that the refugees in them would be picked up by U.S. Coast 
Guard cutters patrolling Haitian waters.

With the massive immigration from Mexico arousing anx-
iety at home, Clinton could not allow the Haitian exodus to 

continue. But he was under pressure within the Democratic 
party by a “Haiti Lobby” that had made a hero of  Haiti’s de-
posed president, Jean-Bertrand Aristide and was keen about 
all humanitarian actions that had no consequences in their 
backyards, as the free admission of Haitian immigrants 
would not.

After an unsuccessful attempt to land marines in the 
 Haitian capital of Port-au-Prince in October 1993,  Clinton 
turned to diplomacy. He assembled a blue ribbon team 
headed by former president Jimmy Carter and General Colin 
Powell. They negotiated an agreement with Haiti’s military 
dictators under which the generals who had ousted Aristide 
would go into exile (with quite enough money to rent pleas-
ant villas) and Aristide would return. In September 1994, 
the deposed president returned accompanied by 20,000 
 American troops who launched a program to train an army 
and constabulary.

The Balkans I: Bosnia
Somalia and Haiti were nations, countries with clear-cut 
borders and common languages and religions. Bosnia in the 
Balkans was a multiethnic former province of the Turkish 
and Austrian empires and Yugoslavia. Its three major eth-
nic groups—Orthodox Serbs, Catholic Croats, and slavic 
Muslims—had lived jumbled side by side for centuries, on 
the face of it a multicultural success story. In fact, the three 
groups had gotten along only when forced to do so by au-
thoritarian governments. When Yugoslavia disintegrated 
after 1989, Bosnian Serbs attacked Bosnian Croats and Bos-
nian Muslims, who also savaged one another. The Croats and 
Serbs were well armed by independent Croatia and Serbia 
(offi cially still known as Yugoslavia). The Muslims, without a 
foreign patron, suffered most.

Somali thugs, armed with an 
assortment of automatic weapons, 
keep guard outside a warlord’s 
headquarters in Mogadishu in 
December 1992. American troops 
hoped to disarm such gunmen in 
order to assure the distribution of 
relief aid but gave up because clan 
loyalties were so powerful in the 
country that gangsters like these had 
widespread popular backing.
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Some Americans demanded that Clinton end the slaugh-
ter. He hoped that as a European problem, the European 
Community or the European members of NATO would take 
the problem off his hands (as they should have). When they 
dithered, Clinton authorized a campaign of air strikes on 
Serbian positions. Combined with economic pressure on Yu-
goslavia, they forced the Serbian troops to withdraw whence 
the United States and several Western European nations 
moved in soldiers as peacekeepers—policemen preventing 
the three ethnic groups from killing one another.

The Balkans II: Kosovo
In 1996, in Kosovo, another Yugoslavian province, the Kosovo 
Liberation Army (KLA), made up of Albanian Kosovars, at-
tacked the Serbian minority that enjoyed a privileged status. 
The Yugoslavian government of Slobodan Milosevic sent in 
troops, and a bitter stalemate ensued with both Serbs and 
 Albanians perpetrating atrocities. Milosevic squandered what-
ever goodwill the Serbs had by calling for an “ethnic cleansing” 
of Kosovo, that is, clearing the province of Albanians.

Some 250,000 Albanians fled to neighboring countries, 
and scenes of their pitiable condition mobilized sympathy 
for their cause in the United States and Western Europe. 
The American media grimly reported Serbian atrocities 
and ignored KLA murders of Serbian Kosovars. In 1999, 
the United States and NATO intervened on behalf of the 
Albanians by bombing Serbia proper, including the capital, 
Belgrade. When a ceasefire was negotiated, 30,000 NATO 
troops took up positions in Kosovo as peacekeepers. The 
Clinton administration said that 10,000 Albanian civilians 
were missing and presumed killed. An international refugee 
organization on the scene placed the number at something 
less than 3,000, including Serbs.

“America First” Revived
The most vociferous critic of Clinton’s interventions in 
 Bosnia and Kosovo was a brilliant but counterproductively 
antagonistic television commentator, Pat Buchanan. He was 
a veteran far-right Republican war horse who, during the 
Cold War, had been a saber rattler, espousing an aggressive 
anti-Soviet policy.

With the end of the Cold War, Buchanan became an iso-
lationist of the kind that, through the America First Com-
mittee, had tried to keep the United States from joining the 
British and Soviet Union in the war with Nazi Germany. Like 
the America Firsters, Buchanan said that Americans should 
not get involved in conflicts in which national interests were 
not threatened. That was certainly true in Bosnia and Kosovo 
(and Somalia) although not in Haiti.

Interestingly, the ultra-right-winger Buchanan took a po-
sition that, during the Vietnam era, liberal and radical anti-
war protesters had held: The United States should not be the 
world’s policeman. To Buchanan, policing Bosnia and Kosovo 
was particularly absurd because interethnic homicide was as 
integral a part of Balkan culture as growing cabbages and 
cooking lamb stew. Thinking that peacekeepers could end it 
was as futile as it was foolish.

Buchanan also opposed NAFTA, the North American 
Fair Trade Area Treaty, as a betrayal of American industrial 
 workers whose jobs would be lost to Mexico.

NAFTA
NAFTA provided for the elimination over fi fteen years of all 
trade barriers among Canada, the United States, and Mex-
ico. Clinton hoped that by creating jobs in Mexico, NAFTA 
would reduce the huge illegal immigration of Mexicans into 
the United States.

Maquiladoras (Mexican factories that imported duty-
free materials and parts from the United States, assembled 
them, and shipped back finished products) were constructed 
all along the Texas border. They hired tens of thousands of 
Mexicans and paid (by Mexican standards) excellent wages. 
American corporations built many of the maquiladoras,
“outsourcing” their manufacturing to them.

But NAFTA had little effect on the illegal immigration. 
The Mexican states of Nuevo Leon and Coahuila, where the 
maquiladoras were built, enjoyed an unprecedented pros-
perity but impoverished rural Mexicans living farther south 
were untouched by the boom. They continued to cross the 
border surreptitiously in undiminished numbers.

THE END OF THE AFFAIR
Allegations about Clinton’s irregular sex life hovered in the 
background throughout his second term. Gennifer Flowers 
refused to disappear. She posed nude for Penthouse maga-
zine, played in several fi lms, appeared on television shows 
where she commented derisively on the broadness of  Hillary 
Clinton’s behind, and published Gennifer Flowers: Passion and 
Betrayal. She was then replaced in the spotlight by another for-
mer  Arkansas state employee, Paula Jones, who sued Clinton 
for sexual harassment, asking personal damages of $850,000.

Pretty Women
Jones claimed that, in 1991, a state trooper had escorted her 
to then Governor Clinton’s hotel room where he proposi-
tioned her (without much fi nesse, in her telling; he exposed 
himself). Several other women came forward with similar 
stories; one said that Clinton physically assaulted her, draw-
ing blood by biting her lip.

What’s Imported?
Even before NAFTA, it was difficult to say what was a domestic 
product and what was imported. The Ford Crown Victoria was 
assembled in Canada; the Mercury Grand Marquis included 
parts made in six different countries. Forty percent of all 
“Japanese cars” sold in America were manufactured in the 
United States. Television sets bearing the American trademark 
Zenith were, in fact, Mexican products. Mitsubishi TVs were 
manufactured in Santa Ana, California.



In 1997, when Clinton’s lawyers were unable to postpone 
the trial until after he had left the presidency, he settled with 
Jones for $850,000 on the condition she drop the suit. Jones 
was happy with the money; the Republicans who had fi-
nanced her case were not.

The Starr Commission (headed by a California  lawyer, 
Kenneth Starr) was created to investigate Whitewater. Find-
ing nothing, it latched on to Monica Lewinsky, whose in-
teractions with the president were juicier than Jones’s 
 because they occurred in 1995, when Clinton was president. 
 Lewinsky, a 22-year-old unpaid intern in the White House, 

had told a friend of ongoing sexual play with the presi-
dent during off hours. When East Wing aides got wind of 
the hanky-panky, they fired Lewinsky. She complained to 
 Clinton; he asked a friend, Vernon Jordan, to find her a job 
outside Washington. The generous salary she was paid for 
a job for which she had no particular qualifications looked 
very much like hush money.

Lewinsky was called before the Starr Commission and 
denied everything. Alas for her, a friend had recorded their 
phone conversations and given the tapes to Starr. He told 
Lewinsky that she would be prosecuted for perjury unless 

Young Monica Lewinsky unwillingly became a 
celebrity when a “friend” gave the Republican Starr 
Commission recordings of “girl talk” telephone 
conversations she had had with Lewinsky. On the 
tapes, Lewinsky detailed her sexual encounters 
with President Clinton in embarrassing detail. 
Not knowing the tapes existed, both Lewinsky and 
Clinton committed perjury when they denied a 
sexual relationship.

Ti
m

e/
CN

N
/G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es

Feminism After Monica
When prominent feminists supported 
President Clinton in the Monica Lewinsky 
scandal, they threw away the women’s 
movement moral credibility on its most 
effective issue: sexual harassment. 
As recently as 1995, a feminist uproar 
had forced Republican Senator Robert 
Packwood to resign because, when 
he had too much to drink, he kissed 
and groped attractive women at 
parties. Implicit in the movement’s 
loyalty to Clinton despite his more 

intimate interaction with Ms Lewinsky, 
a subordinate unlike Packwood’s ladies, 
was that political friends of feminism did 
not have to observe the rules.

By 2000, so far as women were 
concerned, affirmative action was no 
longer an issue. Women outnumbered 
men as undergraduates, as entering 
students at the Yale, Stanford, and 
John Hopkins medical schools, and 
in almost all pharmacy and veterinary 
schools. Women were 44 percent of 
law school students nationwide.

In 2002, in need of a new complaint, 
the National Organization of Women 
(NOW) announced its outrage that the 
famous and prestigious Augusta National 
Golf Club accepted multimillionaire males 
as members but not multimillionaire 
females. A NOW member wrote that 
if the denial of a woman’s right to join 
Augusta National was the best feminism 
could come up, “then stick a fork in the 
movement. It’s done. We’ve achieved 
our goals and should disband.” She 
resigned.

THE END OF THE AFFAIR 855
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she cooperated with the commission. It was not an empty 
threat and she told all, including the fact that Clinton had 
instructed her to lie to the committee.

Clinton continued to stonewall. He swore indignantly and 
under oath that he had had no sexual relationship with “that 
woman.” Starr sprung another trap; he had physical evidence. 
Lewinsky had set aside a dress stained with the president’s 
semen. Clinton admitted to “inappropriate sexual contact” 
with Ms. Lewinsky.

A Sorry Bunch
The Starr Report of September 1998 described the  Clinton-
Lewinsky encounters in lubricious detail. Clinton’s support-
ers denounced it as pornography. Starr, they said, should 
have listed the dates and circumstances of the alleged 
 encounters—period.

They were right—Starr was a lawyer of the most unsavory 
kind—but Clinton’s defenders were equally cynical. Demo-
cratic feminists who had recently run a Republican senator out 
of office because he kissed women at parties after he had had 
one drink too many, blamed Clinton’s moments of weakness on 
Paula Jones (“trailer park trash”) and Lewinsky (“a conniving 
slut”). University professors published solemn essays explain-
ing that the president had not perjured himself when he denied 
having sex with Lewinsky because, to Southern Baptists like 
the president, diddling with a cigar and oral sex (the  Lewinsky-
Clinton favorites) were not sex in the sense that copulation was. 
It was not the American Republic’s finest hour.

Impeachment
In December 1998, the House of Representatives impeached 
the president on several counts of perjury and obstruction 
of justice (Clinton’s instructions to Lewinsky to lie to the 
Starr Commission). He was obviously guilty of the fi rst and 
probably of the second. The debate in the Senate, the jury in 
federal impeachment trials, quite properly centered on the 
question of whether or not Clinton’s crimes amounted to 
the “high crimes and misdemeanors” the Constitution estab-
lished as grounds for impeachment.

There was never a chance Clinton would be convicted and 
removed from office. The Republicans had made the dis-
tasteful but hardly momentous business a partisan issue; the 
Senate was evenly divided between Republicans and Demo-
crats and the Constitution requires a two-thirds majority to 
convict. Clinton was acquitted.

If, somehow, the Republicans had succeeded in retiring 
the president, they would very likely, as Newt Gingrich had 
shot himself in the foot, have shot themselves in the knee. 
They would have given Vice President Albert Gore two years 
as president. Gore’s personal habits were as tidy as Clinton’s 
were squalid. As an incumbent in 2000 with, presumably, a 
good record, he would likely have won reelection. As it was, 
he was the victor in the popular vote.

A Republican in Democratic Clothing
The Republicans’ hatred of Clinton—hatred is the right 
word—cannot be explained by his politics. He did very little 

for eight years except be president. After the failure of his 
health care reform, he sponsored no major legislation.

He indulged big business and preserved the low tax 
schedule of the wealthy as effectively as Ronald Reagan 
had. Despite the wild speculation launched by the high-
tech boom, his Securities and Exchange Commission 
avoided any investigation of the stock market. During his 
presidency, while the earnings of the poorest one-fifth of 
the population rose by 1 percent, the income of the rich-
est fifth climbed by 15 percent. On his last day in office, 
Clinton issued 170 pardons, absolving among others bil-
lionaire Marc Rich, a fugitive in Switzerland for seventeen 
years because of a $50 million tax swindle, and four men 
who had bilked federal education and housing agencies of 
$40 million.

He actually balanced the budget several consecutive years, 
something every Republican since the days of Robert A. Taft 
had demanded and no Republican president had done or, 
once elected, had spoken of. In his financial policies, he was 
the best Republican president since Calvin Coolidge.

THE NEW CENTURY: NATIONAL
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The only reputation to emerge enhanced from the Paula 
Jones-Monica Lewinsky mess was Hillary Clinton’s. Not very 
popular when the scandals broke, she won admiration by 
carrying herself through the president’s humiliation of her 
(he had lied to her too) with quiet dignity. Ironically, she be-
came a sympathetic fi gure for the fi rst time when she “stood 
by her man” under very trying conditions. She had plans. She 
quietly established legal residence in New York and, in 2000, 
she was elected to the senate.

The Presidential Candidates: 2000
In the presidential contest, Vice President Gore was opposed 
by Texas Governor George W. Bush, son of former President 
George H. W. Bush. During the campaign, pundits harped 
so on Gore’s “wooden” platform presence that, polls indi-
cated, a good many voters were persuaded that stiffness was 
a disabling defi ciency in a president. Bush was plenty loose-
jointed; when he walked, he strutted. His public manner was 
easy, folksy. He was a smiler albeit, in some photographs, a 
dead ringer for Mad magazine’s moronic Alfred E. Newman.

The Democrats said that Bush was stupid. They were mis-
taken. Bush was bright enough, and he was a quick study. He 
had absorbed his stolid Republican worldview from the poli-
ticians who had surrounded his father, from his associates 
during his years as a businessman, and from fellow golfers at 
the country clubs at which he had spent many hours.

What he was was an ignoramus. His knowledge of the 
world beyond his narrow personal circle was inferior to that 
of a middling high school student. Rather more striking, he 
was devoid of curiosity. He did not read, not even newspa-
pers. His aides told him what was worth knowing in them, he 
said. During the 2000 campaign, an interviewer sandbagged 



him with a simple general knowledge quiz and he answered 
few of the questions. He said that Nigeria was one of the con-
tinents and that Africa was a nation.

As long as he was told what to say, he said it well. Ronald 
Reagan was a professional actor who spoke his own piece; 
Bush was an amateur actor but a good one when he had a 
script. If he had to improvise, he often made a fool of him-
self. “One of the great things about books,” he told a group of 
high school students, “is sometimes there are some fantastic 
pictures,” and on another occasion, “it isn’t pollution that’s 
harming the environment, it’s the impurities in our air and 
water.” But his political handlers were usually able to keep 
him on script.

Another Disputed Election
The election was closer than close. Gore won 500,000 more 
votes than Bush. However, with Florida’s returns uncertain, he 
fell three votes short of a majority in the electoral college. It 
was close to a repeat of the famous disputed election of 1876.

Florida’s returns were a mess. Some counties counted ab-
sentee ballots that had arrived after the legal deadline. The 
voting machines in others misfunctioned. In Palm Beach 
County, which used punch-out ballots, there were disagree-
ments as to whether ballots to which the “chads” (the tiny 
rectangular punch-outs) were clinging should be disquali-
fied. In another county, poll watchers differed (according to 
their party) over whether a sloppy erasure should be con-
sidered valid erasure. In a heavily Jewish district where Gore 
won by a landslide, an unlikely 3,000 votes for Reform party 
candidate Pat Buchanan, widely accused of anti- Semitism, 
were recorded.

The dispute took a month to resolve. With Bush slightly 
ahead in the count, Democrats demanded a hand recount, 
which the Florida Supreme Court ordered. It was just un-
derway when the Republicans asked the Supreme Court to 
stop it. On December 9, seven weeks before inauguration 
day, the Supreme Court said that the recount was unconsti-
tutional, halted it, and gave Florida’s electoral votes and the 
presidency to Bush.

9/11
For nine months, the new president was regarded as not 
quite legitimate, much as Rutherford B. Hayes had been dis-
dained in 1877. There was evidence his handlers were uneasy. 
They sent him to elementary schools and on other trivial as-
signments while Vice President Dick Cheney made a number 
of statements that were properly the president’s job. Then, 
on September 11, 2001, Muslim fanatics simultaneously hi-
jacked four airliners. They fl ew one into the Pentagon and 
two into the twin towers of New York’s World Trade Center, 
bringing both to the ground. The fourth plane, probably in-
tended for the White House, crashed in rural Pennsylvania 
when several passengers, having learned via cell phone that 
they were already dead men, heroically stormed the cockpit 
and foiled the terrorists, saving perhaps thousands of lives.

In New York, almost 3,000 were killed, including firemen 
and policemen who had rushed into the buildings within 
minutes of the first bombing. For months, dazed Americans 
watched retelecasts of the collapsing skyscrapers, the search 
for bodies in the rubble, and the funerals of dead policemen 
and firemen.

The perpetrators of the atrocity were members of Al 
Qaeda, a fanatical Islamic organization headed by a Saudi 
millionaire, Osama bin Laden. In 1998, he had proclaimed 
that “to kill the Americans and their allies . . . is an individ-
ual duty for every Muslim . . . in accordance with the words 
of Almighty Allah.” After Al Qaeda bombed two American 
embassies in East Africa, President Clinton had ordered air 
strikes on what was believed to be Al Qaeda headquarters in 
Afghanistan.

When George W. Bush was a young man, his family thought him an 
irresponsible clown and wrote off public life as a possible career. His 
father’s contacts set him up in jobs in business that paid well while 
demanding little—and kept him out of the public eye so that he 
would not embarrass his brother, Jeb Bush, whom father Bush hoped 
would carry on the family’s political legacy. Bush Jr. had political 
ambitions nevertheless, and Texas Republicans saw in him a likeable 
candidate for governor and, in 2000, their best bet for winning back the 
presidency.
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Inexplicable Inaction
In transitional meetings with the Clinton administration and 
after Bush’s inauguration, intelligence offi cers informed the 
new president that Al Qaeda was capable of and apparently 
planning a major attack within the United States. That was 
the sort of thing that wafted over Bush’s head. The reports 
were ignored.

Administration officials shrugged off reports from pilot 
training schools that young Arab men had paid them cash 
to learn how to control an airliner in flight but were unin-
terested in learning how to take off and land, pretty obvious 
stuff. The FBI failed to examine the personal computer of a 
suspected terrorist who was in custody.

In Florida, when an antagonistic young Arab man applied 
to the Agriculture Department for a grant so that he could 

train as a crop duster, the official who interviewed him did 
not report it despite the fact that crop dusting had long been 
red-flagged because it was a superb way to create epidemics 
of fatal diseases in builtup areas.

Afghanistan
Although Bush was giving a talk when the news of the bomb-
ing was brought to him, he said nothing until he had rushed 
off to consult with advisors. Once coached, however, he per-
formed admirably. His statements were eloquent, dignifi ed, 
and restrained. Politically, the tragedy was his salvation. His 
“approval rating” soared as the nation united behind him.

For almost the last time, his diplomatic initiatives were 
skillful, measured, and productive. Diplomats quickly se-
cured the cooperation of Afghanistan’s neighbors (Iran ex-
cepted) for an invasion, allies’ agreement to participate in the 
attack, and the tacit approval of Russia and China.

The United States rushed military aid to the Northern Al-
liance, the only military opposition to Afghanistan’s Taliban, 
which sheltered Al Qaeda. Within a month, allied troops—
mostly Americans—destroyed or defeated every large con-
centration of Taliban and Al Qaeda military. The remnants, 
including Osama bin Laden, escaped into the rugged Hindu 
Kush on the Pakistan border. It would be slow going, military 
analysts said, but given time and Pakistan’s cooperation, they 
could be rooted out and finished off.

The Northern Alliance was ready to go. However, Pakistan’s 
military rulers cooperated only enough to keep American 
dollars flowing in. Islamic fundamentalists were a powerful 
force in Pakistan too; even the army was shot through with 
Taliban and Al Qaeda sympathizers.

And Bush’s chief foreign policy advisors, Vice President 
Cheney, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, and Rums-
feld’s top aides, Paul Wolfowitz and Richard Perle, had other 
plans for the bulk of American armed forces.

War on Terror
Bush proclaimed a “war on terror.” Hundreds of suspected 
 Islamic terrorists were rounded up in the United States,  Europe, 
and elsewhere. Those thought to be leaders were imprisoned 
at Guantanamo Bay in Cuba so they could be questioned 
without the legal snarls their lawyers could create in American 
courts. Several very big fi sh were held  secretly in third world 
countries where there were even fewer restraints.

The country faced an agonizing dilemma, how to respect 
its libertarian and humanitarian principles while at war with 
terrorists who were restrained by no such principles and 
capable, just twenty of them, of atrocities like 9/11. Alan 
Dershowitz, a respected Harvard Law School professor illus-
trated the profound difficulty of the problem with a hypo-
thetical but eminently possible situation:

The government knows for certain that an Al Qaeda-
sponsored catastrophe is in the offing within a week, but, 
it has no specifics. It has in custody an Al Qaeda who, the 
government knows, is privy to the details of the immi-
nent attack. Are the authorities justified, in  subjecting 

9 11, the telephone number Americans dial in emergencies, took on 
an ominous new significance on September 11, 2001, when Muslim 
terrorists in hijacked jetliners leveled both of the 110-story towers of 
New York’s World Trade Center, damaged the Pentagon, and would 
have destroyed the White House or Capitol if passengers on a fourth 
commandeered plane had not forced the aircraft down in rural 
Pennsylvania. The atrocity won the world’s sympathy for the United 
States which President Bush squandered when he invaded Iraq, falsely 
claiming the Iraqi dictator possessed weapons of mass destination 
intended for use by terrorists.
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their prisoner to the  cruelest of tortures in order to avert 
the deaths of thousands of innocent people?

The Constitution said no. Had a national referendum been 
held on Dershowitz’s hypothetical question, it is safe to say 
that a large majority of Americans would have voted yes.

Obsession
Bits of inconclusive evidence indicate that some of Bush’s ad-
visors were contemplating a war on Iraq before 9/11. Cheney 
and Rumsfeld had been high offi cials under Bush’s father 
and had been astonished—angered—when Iraqi dictator 
Saddam  Hussein survived the crushing defeat that was in-
fl icted on his army.

Paul Wolfowitz and Richard Perle were neoconserva-
tives, one time liberals and socialists who had first moved 
to the right because of their disgust with the moral relativ-
ism liberals embraced during the 1970s. Internationally, 
 neoconservatives believed in American empire. As the sole 
surviving superpower, they said, the United States should use 
its might, or the threat of it, to force small, troublemaking 
countries to cooperate in maintaining order. Saddam Hus-
sein obsessed them because he had survived 1991 when Bush 
the elder had halted the American army before it completely 
destroyed the Iraq army. If the American imperium was to be 
credible, the error of 1991 had to be corrected. Saddam Hus-
sein had to be eliminated and Iraq remade into a prosperous 
democracy and rock of stability in the Middle East.

WMD
The “War on Terror” was Bush’s fi rst pretext for calling for 
an international invasion of Iraq but it was fl imsy. Saddam 
Hussein had no connection with Al Qaeda. Indeed, they were 
hostile to one another. Saddam’s Iraq was a secular state; 
Osama bin Laden was a religious fanatic. In Iraq, the only 
fundamentalists were Shi’ite Muslims whom Saddam perse-
cuted. Osama bin Laden, a Sunni Muslim, despised Shi’ites 
as intensely as he despised Christians.

President Bush ignored these and other obvious facts, if 
he was capable of comprehending them. He insisted that 
Saddam Hussein was in league with Al Qaeda. And with no 
evidence, he said that Saddam possessed WMD, “weapons of 
mass destruction”: chemical, biological, and possibly nuclear 
weapons far more threatening than high-jacked airliners.

In time, historians may be able to say if Bush, Cheney, and 
Rumsfeld simply lied about Iraq’s WMD or if they were mis-
informed. To date, the evidence is inconclusive. It is known 
that military intelligence told the president that Saddam al-
most certainly did not have WMD. But an anti-Saddam Iraqi 
whom the administration looked on as a likely successor to 
Saddam insisted that the WMD were there.

When the CIA waffled on the question, Bush sent the 
agency’s director, George Tenet, back to his office to rewrite 
his report so that it justified the administration’s position. 
Bush also dismissed out of hand the provisional findings of 
a UN inspection team in Iraq that it could find no evidence 
of chemical, germ, and nuclear weapons or even evidence of 
development programs.

Probably, the Bush people confidently believed that the 
WMD were there. When the invasion force found them, the 
war would be justified.

Painted in a Corner
Great Britain backed Bush. France and Germany declined 
to participate because of the lack of evidence that Iraq was 
responsible for terrorism in the West. In addition to Britain 
and Australia, Bush’s “Coalition of the Willing” consisted of 
small nations dependent on American aid. They contributed 
only token behind-the-lines units. (Iceland sent one major, a 
noncombatant woman.)

On March 19, 2003, the coalition invaded. As in 1991, the 
conventional war was over quickly. In Baghdad, television 
cameramen got the footage they believed would be history’s 
symbol of the war, a crowd pulling down a statue of Sad-
dam. President Bush helicoptered theatrically to an aircraft 
 carrier where he proclaimed the end of the war to assembled 
soldiers and sailors and television cameras.

The war had only begun. Saddam loyalists, well prepared, 
launched mortar and rocket attacks on American positions 
and truck convoys. Soldiers and foreign civilians were kid-
napped; several were beheaded on videotape that was dis-
tributed free of charge to TV channels worldwide. Prominent 
Iraqis who cooperated with the Americans were assassinated.

After the army scoured the country for months, Bush an-
nounced that there were no WMD after all. Nevertheless, the 
ongoing war was justified because a monstrous dictator had 
been removed. But what the United States had in his place 
was a country in anarchy with a breakaway Kurdish state 
in the north, a civil war between Shi’ites and Sunnis on the 
verge of erupting, and Al Qaeda suicide terrorists—for Al 
Qaeda sent hundreds of its agents into the country, blowing 
themselves up amid crowds of Shi’ites in marketplaces.

A President Repudiated
The disaster was not far enough along in 2004 to affect Bush’s 
chances for reelection. His opponent, Senator John Kerry of 
Massachusetts, was a strong candidate. He was a Vietnam 
veteran who, while Bush was pulling strings to stay out of 
the fi ghting, earned two Purple Hearts and a Silver Star in 
combat. When Kerry left the navy in 1970, he became an ar-
ticulate spokesman for Vietnam Veterans Against the War. 
He was so effective that an enraged President Nixon added 
his name to his “enemies list.”

With the clever Karl Rove again in charge of Republican 
strategy, the party smeared Kerry where, because of Bush’s 
draft dodging, he seemed to be strongest, his military service. 
Financed by wealthy Republicans, a group called the “Swift 
Boat Veterans for Truth”—Kerry had commanded a “swift 
boat,” a shallow-draft patrol boat, on Vietnamese  rivers—
waged a saturation campaign claiming that Kerry had been a 
coward in Vietnam. Kerry probably erred when he refused to 
dignify the smear by addressing it. The Republicans depicted 
his silence as confirmation of their charges. Bush actually 
improved on his 2000 victory, winning 51.2 percent of the 
popular vote.
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On the Homefront
Clinton’s currying of big business was always done quietly. 
Bush reveled in his Reaganism while his spending wiped out 
the Clinton surpluses even before the invasion. The national 
debt resumed its annual increase. He raised farm subsidies. 
(Nevertheless, food costs increased sharply during his presi-
dency.) In 2008, during a serious economic downturn, Bush’s 
response was, despite the defi cit, an Oprah  Winfrey-type 

giveaway: He mailed tax refunds to every taxpayer. When, in 
2008, a catastrophe in mortgage fi nance threatened to bring 
the entire fi nancial down, Bush sponsored a bailout that 
doubled the national debt in one stroke—to patch up a crisis 
his own policies had encouraged.

On environmental issues, Bush made Clinton look like a 
Sierra Clubber. He increased logging in National Forests that 
had not yet recovered from the “cut and run”  Reagan days. He 

New Orleans under water, 15 feet of it 
in some parts of the city, after 2005’s 
Hurricane Katrina. Despite ample 
warning—Katrina had been on a 
course to smash into New Orleans for a 
week—the Bush administration made 
no preparations for the catastrophe. 
(The president went on vacation.) 
For several weeks after the city was 
evacuated, with looters running wild, 
the administration appeared to be 
indifferent to meeting the needs of the 
poorest New Orleanians, who had 
been unable to flee. Second only to the 
war in Iraq, the president’s inexplicable 
failure to respond to Hurricane 
Katrina reduced his voter approval to 
nearly 25 percent by 2008.
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withdrew the United States from the Kyoto Global Warming 
Treaty and eased pollution controls on industry. He scrapped 
limits on dumping coal mining wastes into streams, and re-
jected automobile fuel efficiency standards recommended by 
his own study group. When the price of gasoline soared to 
$4 a gallon in 2008, his response was to call for a resump-
tion of offshore drilling that had long been prohibited. He 
reduced the fines the Environmental Protection Agency was 
authorized to impose by 60 percent.

None of these policies dented his approval rating. However, 
his reelection in 2004 was his last hurrah. The Iraq war ground 
on with no indications it could be ended. Bush’s repetitive 
cheerleading wore thin with all but right-wing Republicans. 
Doubts of his competence and honesty increased. In August 
2005, Hurricane Katrina, which had been heading directly at 
New Orleans for a week, smashed into and devastated the city. 
The Bush administration had made no preparations. After-
ward, federal indifference to the destruction and mass misery 
caused by the storm aroused widespread anger.

In 2006, the Democrats regained control of Congress for 
the first time in ten years. In 2008, the president’s approval 
rating dropped to 25 percent, lower than any president’s 
since pollsters had been surveying approval.

THE LONGEST CAMPAIGN
In the spring of 2006, with almost three years of Bush’s presi-
dency remaining, one Republican and one Democrat an-
nounced that they were candidates to succeed him. By sum-
mer, still two years before the nominating conventions, half 
a dozen more would-bes were campaigning for delegates, 
delivering speeches, shaking hands, squeezing into booths in 
cafés to chat with yawning farmers in baseball caps advertis-
ing machinery.

By January 2007—a full year before the Iowa caucuses and 
the New Hampshire primary—nine Democrats and fifteen 
Republicans were running for president.

Politics as a Show
The endless election campaign is uniquely American. No 
other democratic nation tolerates anything like it.  Candidates 
for seats in Britain’s House of Commons (which chooses 
the prime minister) have eighteen days to winover voters. 
 Canada allows thirty-six days. In France, where the president 
is elected in a national election as in the United States, the 
vote is held no more than thirty-fi ve days after the presi-
dency is vacated.

Effectively perpetual electioneering is an unintended con-
sequence of the primary as the means by which the parties 
choose their candidates. When the two parties chose their 
nominees at conventions in July or August of election years, 
all the prenomination politicking was carried out by party 
bigwigs behind closed doors. Hustling the popular vote 
began in September. An election was a two-month affair.

Early in the twentieth century, progressives introduced the 
primary in order to take the nominating process out of the 

hands of party bosses and give it to the people. Primaries 
did that but, in states that adopted the reform, they also ex-
tended the political huckstering and hoopla season from two 
months to ten.

Until the 1950s, only about a dozen states held primary 
elections. Except for Oregonians, Wisconsinites and a few 
others, primary elections did not intrude on people’s lives. 
Then, in 1952, the New Hampshire primary attracted na-
tional attention when surprise winners became major con-
tenders overnight. If the primary election in one small state 
could sway national parties, would—be presidential candi-
dates could not afford to ignore it. They began to campaign 
in the state months before election year—and newspaper re-
porters followed them.

New Hampshire boosters were delighted with the attention 
(and the dollars that campaigners and journalists were spend-
ing in the state). A law was enacted to provide that whenever 
another state scheduled its primary earlier than New Hamp-
shire’s the New Hampshire primary was to be automatically 
rescheduled for one week earlier. The opening of the primary 
season crept forward from March of election years to January; 
the presidential election was extended by two months.

Television’s Big Year
The nation’s apparently insatiable appetite for political 
news helped ensure that every state adopted the primary or 
a caucus system. Thanks to television, they became “media 
events.” Would-be nominees began to campaign widely ear-
lier and earlier.

The costs of politicking soared. Facing long campaigns, 
candidates hired high-salaried election strategists, squad-
rons of advance men, producers of slick television ads, and 
paid for time on TV channels for more than a year. Cam-
paigns spent a fortune in plane fares alone as their opera-
tives flew from “key state” to “key state” as ward heelers had 
once rushed from polling place to polling place by trolley 
car.  Dollars were as important as votes, more important early 
on. In January 2007, a year before New Hampshire, TV com-
mentators were ranking the contenders’ chances according 
to how much money they had raised.

The television networks and cable news channels “hyped” 
the elections as if they were sporting events: “Super  Tuesday” 
was an unembarrassed derivative of the National Football 
League’s “Super Bowl.” Between December 2007 and June 
2008, it was an unusual evening news program that did not 
devote up to half its time to videotapes of the major can-
didates beaming and shaking hands that day. Americans 
loved it. Late-night talk show hosts and even satirists like Jon 
 Stewart and Stephen Colbert (of the “Comedy Channel”!) 
competed to have candidates as guests.

McCain and Obama
In 2000, John McCain lost the Republican nomination to 
George W. Bush because he ran as the candidate of the 
party’s moderates while Bush’s handlers sewed up the re-
ligious right and undercut McCain with sometimes dirty 
and  dishonest smears. During Bush’s presidency, McCain 
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firmed up his image as a middle-of-the roader who ap-
pealed to Democrats; John Kerry tried to get him to run for 
vice president as a Democratic in 2004.

In the 2008 primaries, the Republican right was less a 
threat to McCain because it was split between two men, 
former governors Mitt Romney of Massachusetts and Mike 
Huckabee (himself a fundamentalist minister) of  Arkansas. 
Moreover, McCain supported Bush’s war in Iraq with more 
enthusiasm than any of his rivals, winning some admin-
istration support. By March, McCain had sewed up the 
nomination.

Democratic voters, in the meantime, had passed over 
several experienced and accomplished candidates and 
split down the middle between two inexperienced “sym-
bolic leaders,” the one term senator from New York Hillary 
 Clinton of New York and Barack Obama who had just been 
elected to the senate two years earlier. Neither had a record 
of achievement but Clinton’s sex excited many voters while 
Obama was an African American. (Indeed, his father was a 
Kenyan.)

Both were articulate speakers and debaters. Dividing pri-
mary victories from the start, both were careful not to take 
strong stands on any issue that might scare away voters leaning 
in their direction. For half a year they repeated their  slogans, 
“Change” in the case of Obama, “Experience” for Clinton. 
The strategy of both was to wait for the novelty hungry media 
to come up with something that reflected poorly on their op-
ponent. Clinton did not have to say anything when the pastor 
of Obama’s church was videotaped in an anti-white, unpatri-
otic rant. Television compensated Obama for that with tape 
of Clinton, who had lived a life of privilege (which showed) 
pretending to be one of the boys, lifting a beer in a greasy glass 
at a gritty blue-collar bar in Pennsylvania.

The two split the primaries, with Obama unbeatable in 
southern states with large black populations and  Clinton—
perhaps demonstrating that “brewski” was not so bad an 

idea after all—winning states with a large white working-
class vote. Because she won most of the larger states, she 
would have been nominated if, as had been traditional, the 
winner of a primary was awarded all of the state’s delegates. 
However, in another well-meaning reform with unintended 
consequences, the Democratic party apportioned delegates 
from each state according to the percentage of voters each 
candidate won. When Clinton won the Pennsylvania pri-
mary, she was awarded 85 delegates to Obama’s 73, a net gain 
on Obama of only twelve. Had Pennsylvania’s primary been 
winner-take-all, Clinton would have gained on 158 delegates 
while Obama won none. The Democrats’ proportional  system 
guaranteed that the 2008 primary campaign (that began in 
2006) and every future campaign in which there were at least 
two strong candidates, would drag on and on and on.

The State of the Union
Obama won the nomination in June 2008. He and McCain 
immediately commenced the general campaign. There was 
no breather.

Obama led in the polls from the start. By naming Senator 
Joseph Biden of Delaware to be his running mate, a long-
time Democratic leader in both domestic and foreign policy, 
he undercut McCain’s claim that his administration would 
be unprepared to grapple with difficult national issues. In 
his campaigning, he continued to cleave to the middle of the 
high road, the path that had won him the Democratic nomi-
nation. He stuck with his slogans and refused to respond in 
kind to McCain’s unsavory and sometimes dishonest attacks 
during their televised debates. He held his ground as the dig-
nified, responsible candidate.

McCain was unable to reclaim his former political base 
among middle-of-the-road Republicans (and Democrats). 
He had thrown away his maverick reputation by his all-out 
support for the Iraq war. The media cut him no slack in what 
seemed to be his numerous misrepresentations. He made a 
surprise play for American’s weakness for novelty by picking 
a political unknown as his running mate. Sarah Palin, recently 
elected governor of Alaska, was attractive and “perky” in the 
manner of the morning talk show hostess and the press and 
the polls showed a flurry of interest in her.

But the favorable reaction evaporated quickly and Palin 
won over few undecided voters. She was a fundamentalist ac-
tive in several right-wing groups, including the unpopular 
gun lobby. McCain already had their votes. Worse, interviews 
with Palin exposed her as shockingly ignorant of foreign and 
domestic issues beyond her own narrow interests. The idea 
that McCain might die in office, putting her into the White 
House ended any chance the Republicans had of squeezing 
out another narrow victory. Obama won a comfortable vic-
tory with 52 percent of the popular vote.

The state of the Union he inherited in January 2009 was 
far from robust. The Iraq war seemed to be as mucky a 
morass as ever, inescapable without arousing to passion-
ate anger a substantial part of the population. The finan-
cial collapse that President Bush had shrugged off with a 
smile and thumbs up seemed to be approaching free-fall. 

Republican John McCain debates Democrat Barack Obama during the 
2008 presidential campaign. Obama was by far the most articulate and 
effective debater. McCain had reversed his stand on too many issues to 
be persuasive.
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An epidemic of mortgage foreclosures was displacing from 
their homes not only imprudent working-class borrowers 
but well-heeled households that had been considered upper 
middle class. A treasury already bled dry from thirty years 
of irresponsible fiscal policies was being hit almost weekly 
by pleas for bailouts by irresponsibly managed financial 
firms and industries. Economists nervously feared a spiral 
of factory closures and rising unemployment such as in the 
Great Depression.

Pundits hoping to put a bright face on Obama’s inaugura-
tion depicted him as a Franklin D. Roosevelt. He was popu-
lar and had a comfortable Democratic majority in Congress. 
But 2009’s “Old Order” Republicans were not nearly so de-
moralized as the Old Order of Calvin Coolidge and Herbert 
Hoover had been. Nor were there many indications except 
Obama’s natural leadership qualities that he was capable of 
sponsoring, let alone enacting the far reaching reforms such 
as those that, in the New Deal, remade the country.
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When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary 
for one people to dissolve the political bands which have con-
nected them with another, and to assume among the Powers 
of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws 
of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect 
to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare 
the causes which impel them to the separation.
 We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 
created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty 
and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights, 
Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just 
Powers from the consent of the governed. That whenever any 
Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is 
the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to insti-
tute new Government, laying its foundation on such prin-
ciples and organizing its Powers in such form, as to them 
shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. 
Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long estab-
lished should not be changed for light and transient causes; 
and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are 
more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to 
right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are 
accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpa-
tions, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design 
to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it 
is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide 
new Guards for their future security. Such has been the pa-
tient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the neces-
sity which constrains them to alter their former Systems of 
Government. The history of the present King of Great Britain 
is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in 
direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over 
these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a candid 
world.
 He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome 
and necessary for the public good.
 He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of imme-
diate and pressing importance, unless suspended in their 
operation till his Assent should be obtained; and when so 
suspended, he has utterly neglected to attend to them.
 He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation 
of large districts of people, unless those people would relin-
quish the right of Representation in the Legislature, a right 
inestimable to them and formidable to tyrants only.
 He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, 
uncomfortable, and distant from the depository of their 

Public Records, for the sole Purpose of fatiguing them into 
compliance with his measures.
 He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, for 
opposing with manly firmness his invasions on the rights of 
the People.
 He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, 
to cause others to be elected; whereby the Legislative Pow-
ers, incapable of Annihilation, have returned to the People 
at large for their exercise; the State remaining in the mean 
time exposed to all the dangers of invasion from without, 
and convulsions within.
 He has endeavoured to prevent the Population of these 
States; for that purpose obstructing the Laws for Naturalization 
of Foreigners; refusing to pass others to encourage their migra-
tions hither, and raising the conditions of new  Appropriations 
of Lands.
 He has obstructed the Administration of Justice, by refus-
ing his Assent to Laws for establishing Judiciary Powers.
 He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for the 
tenure of their offices, and the amount and payment of their 
salaries.
 He has erected a multitude of New Offices, and sent hither 
swarms of Officers to harass our People, and eat out their 
substance.
 He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies 
without the Consent of our legislatures.
 He has affected to render the Military independent of and 
superior to the Civil Power.
 He has combined with others to subject us to a juris-
diction foreign to our constitution, and unacknowledged 
by our laws; giving his Assent to their Acts of pretended 
 Legislation:
 For Quartering large bodies of armed troops among us:
 For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from Punishment 
for any Murders which they should commit on the Inhabit-
ants of these States:
 For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world:
 For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent:
 For depriving us in many cases, of the benefits of Trial by 
Jury:
 For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended 
offences:
 For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a neigh-
bouring Province, establishing therein an Arbitrary govern-
ment, and enlarging its Boundaries so as to render it at once 
an example and fit instrument for introducing the same 
 absolute rule into these Colonies:

The Declaration of Independence
The Unanimous Declaration of the Thirteen United States of America

Text is reprinted from the facsimile of the engrossed copy in the National 
Archives. The original spelling, capitalization, and punctuation have been 
retained. Paragraphing has been added.
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 For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most valu-
able Laws, and altering fundamentally the Forms of our Gov-
ernments:
 For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring them-
selves invested with Power to legislate for us in all cases what-
soever.
 He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of 
his Protection, and waging War against us.
 He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our 
towns, and destroyed the lives of our people.
 He is at this time transporting large Armies of foreign 
Mercenaries to compleat the works of death, desolation and 
tyranny, already begun with circumstances of Cruelty and 
perfidy scarcely paralleled in the most barbarous ages, and to-
tally unworthy the Head of a civilized nation.
 He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on 
the high Seas to bear Arms against their Country, to become 
the executioners of their friends and Brethren, or to fall 
themselves by their Hands.
 He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and 
has endeavoured to bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, 
the merciless Indian Savages, whose known rule of war-
fare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and 
 conditions.
 In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for 
Redress in the most humble terms: Our repeated Petitions 
have been answered only by repeated injury. A Prince, whose 
character is thus marked by every act which may define a 
Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free People.

 Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our British 
brethren. We have warned them from time to time of attempts 
by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction 
over us. We have reminded them of the circumstances of our 
emigration and settlement here. We have appealed to their 
native justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them 
by the ties of our common kindred to disavow thee usur-
pations, which, would inevitably interrupt our connections 
and correspondence. They too have been deaf to the voice of 
justice and of consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce 
in the necessity, which denounces our Separation, and hold 
them, as we hold the rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in 
Peace Friends.

We, therefore, the Representatives of the United States 
of America, in General Congress, Assembled, appealing 
to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our 
intentions, do, in the Name, and by Authority of the good 
People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and declare, That 
these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free 
and Independent States; that they are Absolved from all 
Allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political con-
nection between them and the State of Great Britain, is and 
ought to be totally dissolved; and that, as Free and Indepen-
dent States, they have full Power to levy War, conclude Peace, 
contract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other 
Acts and Things which Independent States may of right do. 
And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance 
on the protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge 
to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.
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We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more 
perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, 
provide for the common defence, promote the general Wel-
fare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our 
Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the 
United States of America.

Article. I.
SECTION. 1. All legislative Powers herein granted shall be 
vested in a Congress of the United States, which shall consist 
of a Senate and House of Representatives.
SECTION. 2. The House of Representatives shall be com-
posed of Members chosen every second Year by the People of 
the several States, and the Electors in each State shall have the 
Qualifications requisite for Electors of the most numerous 
Branch of the State Legislature.
 No Person shall be a Representative who shall not have 
 attained to the Age of twenty five Years, and been seven Years a 
Citizen of the United States, and who shall not, when elected, 
be an Inhabitant of that State in which he shall be chosen.
 Representatives and direct Taxes1 shall be apportioned 
among the several States which may be included within this 
Union, according to their respective Numbers, which shall be 
determined by adding to the whole Number of free Persons, 
including those bound to Service for a Term of Years, and 
excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons.2

The actual Enumeration shall be made within three Years 
after the first Meeting of the Congress of the United States, 
and within every subsequent Term of ten Years, in such Man-
ner as they shall by Law direct. The Number of Representa-
tives shall not exceed one for every thirty Thousand, but each 
State shall have at Least one Representative; and until such 
enumeration shall be made, the State of New Hampshire 
shall be entitled to chuse three; Massachusetts eight; Rhode 
Island and Providence Plantations one; Connecticut five; 
New York six; New Jersey four; Pennsylvania eight; Delaware 
one; Maryland six; Virginia ten; North Carolina five; South 
Carolina five; and Georgia three.
 When vacancies happen in the Representation from any 
State, the Executive Authority thereof shall issue Writs of 
Election to fill such Vacancies.
 The House of Representatives shall chuse their Speaker 
and other Officers; and shall have the sole Power of 
 Impeachment.
SECTION. 3. The Senate of the United States shall be composed 
of two Senators from each State, chosen by the Legislature 
thereof, for six Years; and each Senator shall have one Vote.3

 Immediately after they shall be assembled in Consequence 
of the first Election, they shall be divided as equally as may 
be into three Classes. The Seats of the Senators of the first 
Class shall be vacated at the Expiration of the second Year, 
of the second Class at the Expiration of the fourth Year, and 
of the third Class at the Expiration of the sixth Year, so that 
one third may be chosen every second Year; and if Vacancies 
happen by Resignation, or otherwise, during the Recess of 
the Legislature of any State, the Executive thereof may make 
temporary Appointments until the next Meeting of the Leg-
islature, which shall then fill such Vacancies.4

 No Person shall be a Senator who shall not have attained 
to the Age of thirty Years, and been nine Years a Citizen of the 
United States, and who shall not, when elected, be an Inhab-
itant of that State for which he shall be chosen.
 The Vice President of the United States shall be President 
of the Senate, but shall have no Vote, unless they be equally 
divided.
 The Senate shall chuse their other Officers, and also a Pres-
ident pro tempore, in the Absence of the Vice President, or 
when he shall exercise the Office of President of the United 
States.
 The Senate shall have the sole Power to try all Impeach-
ments. When sitting for that Purpose, they shall be on Oath 
or Affirmation. When the President of the United States is 
tried, the Chief Justice shall preside: And no Person shall 
be convicted without the Concurrence of two thirds of the 
Members present.
 Judgment in Cases of Impeachment shall not extend fur-
ther than to removal from Office, and disqualification to 
hold and enjoy any Office of honor, Trust or Profit under the 
United States: but the Party convicted shall nevertheless be 
liable and subject to Indictment, Trial, Judgment and Pun-
ishment, according to Law.
SECTION. 4. The Times, Places and Manner of holding Elec-
tions for Senators and Representatives, shall be prescribed in 
each State by the Legislature thereof, but the Congress may 
at any time by Law make or alter such Regulation, except as 
to the Places of chusing Senators.
 The Congress shall assemble at least once in every Year, 
and such Meeting shall be on the first Monday in December, 
unless they shall by Law appoint a different Day.5

SECTION. 5. Each House shall be the Judge of the Elec-
tions, Returns and Qualifications of its own Members, and 
a  Majority of each shall constitute a Quorum to do Business; 
but a smaller Number may adjourn from day to day, and may 
be authorized to compel the Attendance of absent Members, 

The Constitution of the United States of America

Text is from the engrossed copy in the National Archives. Original spelling, 
capitalization, and punctuation have been retained.
1Modified by the Sixteenth Amendment.
2Replaced by the Fourteenth Amendment.
3Superseded by the Seventeenth Amendment.

4Modified by the Seventeenth Amendment.
5Superseded by the Twentieth Amendment.
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in such Manner, and under such Penalties as each House may 
provide.
 Each House may determine the Rules of its Proceedings, 
punish its Members for disorderly Behaviour, and, with the 
Concurrence of two thirds, expel a Member.
 Each House shall keep a Journal of its Proceedings, and from 
time to time publish the same, excepting such Parts as may in 
their Judgment require Secrecy; and the Yeas and Nays of the 
Members of either House on any question shall, at the Desire 
of one fifth of those Present, be entered on the Journal.
 Neither House, during the Session of Congress, shall, 
without the Consent of the other, adjourn for more than 
three days, nor to any other Place than that in which the two 
Houses shall be sitting.
SECTION. 6. The Senators and Representatives shall receive 
a Compensation for their Services, to be ascertained by Law, 
and paid out of the Treasury of the United States. They shall 
in all Cases, except Treason, Felony and Breach of the Peace, 
be privileged from Arrest during their Attendance at the Ses-
sion of their respective Houses, and in going to and return-
ing from the same; and for any Speech or Debate in either 
House, they shall not be questioned in any other Place.
 No Senator or Representative shall, during the Time for 
which he was elected, be appointed to any civil Office under 
the Authority of the United States, which shall have been cre-
ated, or the Emoluments whereof shall have been encreased 
during such time; and no Person holding any Office under 
the United States, shall be a Member of either House during 
his Continuance in Office.
SECTION. 7. All Bills for raising Revenue shall originate in 
the House of Representatives; but the Senate may propose or 
concur with Amendments as on other Bills.
 Every Bill which shall have passed the House of Represen-
tatives and the Senate shall, before it become a Law, be pre-
sented to the President of the United States; If he approve he 
shall sign it, but if not he shall return it, with his Objections 
to that House in which it shall have originated, who shall 
enter the Objections at large on their Journal, and proceed to 
reconsider it. If after such Reconsideration two thirds of that 
House shall agree to pass the Bill, it shall be sent, together 
with the Objections, to the other House, by which it shall 
likewise be reconsidered, and if approved by two thirds of 
that House, it shall become a Law. But in all such Cases the 
Votes of both Houses shall be determined by yeas and Nays, 
and the Names of the Persons voting for and against the Bill 
shall be entered on the Journal of each House respectively. 
If any Bill shall not be returned by the President within ten 
Days (Sundays excepted) after it shall have been presented 
to him, the Same shall be a Law, in like Manner as if he had 
signed it, unless the Congress by their Adjournment prevent 
its Return, in which Case it shall not be a Law.
 Every Order, Resolution, or Vote to which the Concur-
rence of the Senate and House of Representatives may be 
necessary (except on a question of Adjournment) shall be 
presented to the President of the United States; and before 
the Same shall take Effect, shall be approved by him, or being 
disapproved by him shall be repassed by two thirds of the 

Senate and House of Representatives, according to the Rules 
and Limitations prescribed in the Case of a Bill.
SECTION. 8. The Congress shall have power To lay and col-
lect Taxes, Duties, Imposts and Excises, to pay the Debts and 
provide for the common Defence and general Welfare of the 
United States; but all Duties, Imposts and Excises shall be 
uniform throughout the United States;
 To borrow Money on the credit of the United States;
 To regulate Commerce with foreign Nations, and among 
the several States, and with the Indian Tribes;
 To establish an uniform Rule of Naturalization, and uni-
form Laws on the subject of Bankruptcies throughout the 
United States;
 To coin Money, regulate the Value thereof, and of foreign 
Coin, and fix the Standard of Weights and Measures;
 To provide for the Punishment of counterfeiting the Secu-
rities and current Coin of the United States;
 To establish Post Offices and post Roads;
 To promote the Progress of Science and useful Arts, by se-
curing for limited Times to Authors and Inventors the exclu-
sive Right to their respective Writings and Discoveries;
 To constitute Tribunals inferior to the Supreme Court;
 To define and punish Piracies and Felonies committed on 
the high Seas, and Offences against the Law of Nations;
 To declare War, grant Letters of Marque and Reprisal, and 
make Rules concerning Captures on Land and Water;
 To raise and support Armies, but no Appropriation of 
Money to that Use shall be for a longer Term than two Years;
 To provide and maintain a Navy;
 To make Rules for the Government and Regulation of the 
land and naval Forces;
 To provide for calling forth the Militia to execute the Laws 
of the Union, suppress Insurrections and repel Invasions;
 To provide for organizing, arming, and disciplining, the 
Militia, and for governing such Part of them as may be em-
ployed in the Service of the United States, reserving to the 
States respectively, the Appointment of the Officers, and the 
Authority of training the Militia according to the discipline 
prescribed by Congress;
 To exercise exclusive Legislation in all Cases whatsoever, 
over such District (not exceeding ten Miles square) as may, by 
Cession of particular States, and the Acceptance of Congress, 
become the Seat of the Government of the United States, 
and to exercise like Authority over all Places purchased by 
the Consent of the Legislature of the State in which the Same 
shall be, for the Erection of Forts, Magazines, Arsenals, dock-
Yards, and other needful Buildings;—And
 To make all Laws which shall be necessary and proper for 
carrying into Execution the foregoing Powers, and all other 
Powers vested by this Constitution in the Government of the 
United States, or in any Department or Officer thereof.
SECTION. 9. The Migration or Importation of such Persons 
as any of the States now existing shall think proper to admit, 
shall not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the Year one 
thousand eight hundred and eight, but a Tax or duty may be 
imposed on such Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for 
each Person.
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 The Privilege of the Writ of Habeas Corpus shall not be 
suspended, unless when in Cases of Rebellion or Invasion the 
public Safety may require it.
 No Bill of Attainder or ex post facto Law shall be passed.
 No Capitation, or other direct, Tax shall be laid, unless in 
Proportion to the Census or Enumeration herein before di-
rected to be taken.
 No Tax or Duty shall be laid on Articles exported from any 
State.
 No Preference shall be given by any Regulation of Com-
merce or Revenue to the Ports of one State over those of 
another: nor shall Vessels bound to, or from, one State, be 
obliged to enter, clear, or pay Duties in another.
 No Money shall be drawn from the Treasury, but in Con-
sequence of Appropriations made by Law, and a regular 
Statement and Account of the Receipts and Expenditures of 
all public Money shall be published from time to time.
 No Title of Nobility shall be granted by the United States: 
And no Person holding any Office of Profit or Trust under 
them, shall, without the Consent of the Congress, accept of 
any present, Emolument, Office, or Title, of any kind what-
ever, from any King, Prince, or foreign State.
SECTION. 10. No State shall enter into any Treaty, Alliance, 
or Confederation; grant Letters of Marque and Reprisal; coin 
Money; emit Bills of Credit; make any Thing but gold and 
silver Coin a Tender in Payment of Debts; pass any Bill of At-
tainder, ex post facto Law, or Law impairing the Obli gation 
of Contracts, or grant any Title of Nobility.
 No State shall, without the Consent of the Congress, lay 
any Imposts or Duties on Imports or Exports, except what 
may be absolutely necessary for executing its inspection 
Laws: and the net Produce of all Duties and Imposts, laid 
by any State on Imports or Exports, shall be for the Use of 
the Treasury of the United States; and all such Laws shall be 
subject to the Revision and Controul of the Congress.
 No State shall, without the Consent of Congress, lay any 
Duty of Tonnage, keep Troops, or Ships of War in time of 
Peace, enter into any Agreement or Compact with another 
State, or with a foreign Power, or engage in War, unless actu-
ally invaded, or in such imminent Danger as will not admit 
of delay.

Article. II.
SECTION. 1. The executive Power shall be vested in a Presi-
dent of the United States of America. He shall hold his Office 
during the Term of four Years, and, together with the Vice 
President, chosen for the same Term, be elected, as follows:
 Each State shall appoint, in such Manner as the Legislature 
thereof may direct, a Number of Electors, equal to the whole 
Number of Senators and Representatives to which the State 
may be entitled in the Congress: but no Senator or Represen-
tative, or Person holding an Office of Trust or Profit under 
the United States, shall be appointed an Elector.
 The Electors shall meet in their respective States, and 
vote by Ballot for two Persons, of whom one at least shall 

not be an Inhabitant of the same State with themselves. And 
they shall make a List of all the Persons voted for, and of 
the  Number of Votes for each; which List they shall sign and 
certify, and transmit sealed to the Seat of the Government of 
the United States, directed to the President of the Senate. The 
President of the Senate shall, in the Presence of the Senate 
and House of Representatives, open all the Certificates, and 
the Votes shall then be counted. The Person having the great-
est Number of Votes shall be the President, if such Number 
be a Majority of the whole Number of Electors appointed; 
and if there be more than one who have such Majority, and 
have an equal Number of Votes, then the House of Repre-
sentatives shall immediately chuse by Ballot one of them for 
President; and if no Person have a Majority, then from the 
five highest on the List the said House shall in like Manner 
chuse the President. But in chusing the President, the Votes 
shall be taken by States, the Representation from each State 
having one Vote; A quorum for this Purpose shall consist of 
a Member or Members from two thirds of the States, and a 
Majority of all the States shall be necessary to a Choice. In 
every Case, after the Choice of the President, the Person hav-
ing the greatest Number of Votes of the Electors shall be the 
Vice President. But if there should remain two or more who 
have equal Votes, the Senate shall chuse from them by Ballot 
the Vice President.6

 The Congress may determine the Time of chusing the 
Electors, and the Day on which they shall give their Votes; 
which Day shall be the same throughout the United States.
 No Person except a natural born Citizen, or a Citizen of 
the United States, at the time of the Adoption of this Con-
stitution, shall be eligible to the Office of President, neither 
shall any Person be eligible to that Office who shall not have 
attained to the Age of thirty five Years, and been fourteen 
Years a Resident within the United States.
 In Case of the Removal of the President from Office, or of 
his Death, Resignation, or Inability to discharge the Powers and 
Duties of the said Office, the Same shall devolve on the Vice 
President, and the Congress may by Law provide for the Case of 
Removal, Death, Resignation or Inability, both of the  President 
and Vice President, declaring what Officer shall then act as Pres-
ident, and such Officer shall act accordingly, until the Disability 
be removed, or a President shall be elected.7

 The President shall, at stated Times, receive for his Ser-
vices, a Compensation, which shall neither be encreased nor 
diminished during the Period for which he shall have been 
elected, and he shall not receive within that Period any other 
Emolument from the United States, or any of them.
 Before he enter on the Execution of his Office, he shall take 
the following Oath or Affirmation:—“I do solemnly swear (or 
affirm) that I will faithfully execute the Office of President of 
the United States, and will to the best of my Ability, preserve, 
protect and defend the Constitution of the United States.”
SECTION. 2. The President shall be Commander in Chief of 
the Army and Navy of the United States, and of the Militia of 
the several States, when called into the actual Service of the 

6Superseded by the Twelfth Amendment.
7Modified by the Twenty-fifth Amendment.



United States; he may require the Opinion, in writing, of the 
principal Officer in each of the executive Departments, upon 
any Subject relating to the Duties of their respective Offices, 
and he shall have Power to grant Reprieves and Pardons for 
Offences against the United States, except in Cases of Im-
peachment.
 He shall have Power, by and with the Advice and Consent 
of the Senate, to make Treaties, provided two thirds of the 
Senators present concur; and he shall nominate, and by and 
with the Advice and Consent of the Senate, shall appoint Am-
bassadors, other public Ministers and Consuls, Judges of the 
supreme Court, and all other Officers of the United States, 
whose Appointments are not herein otherwise provided for, 
and which shall be established by Law; but the Congress may 
by Law vest the Appointment of such inferior Officers, as 
they think proper, in the President alone, in the Courts of 
Law, or in the Heads of Departments.
 The President shall have Power to fill up all Vacancies 
that may happen during the Recess of the Senate, by grant-
ing Commissions which shall expire at the End of their next 
 Session.
SECTION. 3. He shall from time to time give the Congress 
Information of the State of the Union, and recommend to 
their Consideration such Measures as he shall judge necessary 
and expedient; he may, on extraordinary Occasions, convene 
both Houses, or either of them, and in Case of Disagreement 
between them, with Respect to the Time of Adjournment, 
he may adjourn them to such Time as he shall think proper; 
he shall receive Ambassadors and other public Ministers; he 
shall take Care that the Laws be faithfully executed, and shall 
Commission all the Officers of the United States.
SECTION. 4. The President, Vice President and all civil Of-
ficers of the United States, shall be removed from Office on 
Impeachment for, and Conviction of, Treason, Bribery, or 
other high Crimes and Misdemeanors.

Article. III.
SECTION. 1. The judicial Power of the United States, shall 
be vested in one supreme Court, and in such inferior Courts 
as the Congress may from time to time ordain and estab-
lish. The Judges, both of the supreme and inferior Courts, 
shall hold their Offices during good Behaviour, and shall, 
at stated Times, receive for their Services, a Compensation, 
which shall not be diminished during their Continuance in 
Office.
SECTION. 2. The judicial Power shall extend to all Cases, in 
Law and Equity, arising under this Constitution, the Laws 
of the United States, and Treaties made, or which shall be 
made, under their Authority;-to all Cases affecting Ambas-
sadors, other public Ministers and Consuls;—to all Cases of 
admiralty and maritime Jurisdiction;—to Controversies to 
which the United States shall be a Party;—to Controversies 
between two or more States;—between a State and Citizens 
of another State;8—between Citizens of different States,—
between Citizens of the same State claiming Lands under 

Grants of  different States, and between a State, or the Citi-
zens thereof, and foreign States, Citizens or Subjects.
 In all Cases affecting Ambassadors, other public Ministers 
and Consuls, and those in which a State shall be Party, the su-
preme Court shall have original Jurisdiction. In all the other 
Cases before mentioned, the supreme Court shall have appel-
late Jurisdiction, both as to Law and Fact, with such Excep-
tions, and under such Regulations as the Congress shall make.
 The Trial of all Crimes, except in Cases of Impeachment, 
shall be by Jury; and such Trial shall be held in the State 
where the said Crimes shall have been committed; but when 
not committed within any State, the Trial shall be at such 
Place or Places as the Congress may by Law have directed.
SECTION. 3. Treason against the United States, shall consist 
only in levying War against them, or in adhering to their En-
emies, giving them Aid and Comfort. No Person shall be con-
victed of Treason unless on the Testimony of two Witnesses 
to the same overt Act, or on Confession in open Court.
 The Congress shall have Power to declare the Punishment 
of Treason, but no Attainder of Treason shall work Corrup-
tion of Blood, or Forfeiture except during the Life of the Per-
son attainted.

Article. IV.
SECTION. 1. Full Faith and Credit shall be given in each 
State to the public Acts, Records, and judicial Proceedings 
of every other State. And the Congress may by general Laws 
prescribe the Manner in which such Acts, Records and Pro-
ceedings shall be proved, and the Effect thereof.
SECTION. 2. The Citizens of each State shall be entitled to all 
Privileges and Immunities of Citizens in the several States.
 A Person charged in any State with Treason, Felony, or 
other Crime, who shall flee from Justice, and be found in 
another State, shall on Demand of the executive Authority of 
the State from which he fled, be delivered up, to be removed 
to the State having Jurisdiction of the Crime.
 No Person held to Service or Labour in one State, under 
the Laws thereof, escaping into another, shall, in Conse-
quence of any Law or Regulation therein, be discharged from 
such Service or Labour, but shall be delivered up on Claim of 
the Party to whom such Service or Labour may be due.
SECTION. 3. New States may be admitted by the Congress 
into this Union; but no new State shall be formed or erected 
within the Jurisdiction of any other State, nor any State be 
formed by the Junction of two or more States, or Parts of 
States, without the Consent of the Legislatures of the States 
concerned as well as of the Congress.
 The Congress shall have Power to dispose of and make all 
needful Rules and Regulations respecting the Territory or 
other Property belonging to the United States; and nothing 
in this Constitution shall be so construed as to Prejudice any 
Claims of the United States, or of any particular State.
SECTION. 4. The United States shall guarantee to every State 
in this Union a Republican Form of Government, and shall 
protect each of them against Invasion; and on Application 

8Modified by the Eleventh Amendment.
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of the Legislature, or of the Executive (when the Legislature 
cannot be convened) against domestic Violence.

Article. V.
The Congress, whenever two thirds of both Houses shall 
deem it necessary, shall propose Amendments to this Consti-
tution, or, on the Application of the Legislatures of two thirds 
of the several States, shall call a Convention for proposing 
Amendments, which, in either Case, shall be valid to all In-
tents and Purposes, as Part of this Constitution, when ratified 
by the Legislatures of three fourths of the several States, or by 
Conventions in three fourths thereof, as the one or the other 
Mode of Ratification may be proposed by the Congress; Pro-
vided that no Amendment which may be made prior to the 
Year One thousand eight hundred and eight shall in any Man-
ner affect the first and fourth Clauses in the Ninth Section of 
the first Article; and that no State, without its Consent, shall 
be deprived of its equal Suffrage in the  Senate.

Article. VI.
All Debts contracted and Engagements entered into, before the 
Adoption of this Constitution, shall be as valid against the United 
States under this Constitution, as under the Confederation.
 This Constitution, and the Laws of the United States which 
shall be made in Pursuance thereof; and all Treaties made, or 
which shall be made, under the Authority of the United States, 
shall be the supreme Law of the Land; and the Judges in every 
State shall be bound thereby, any Thing in the Constitution or 
Laws of any State to the Contrary notwithstanding.
 The Senators and Representatives before mentioned, and 
the Members of the several State Legislatures, and all execu-
tive and judicial Officers, both of the United States and of 
the several States, shall be bound by Oath or Affirmation, 
to support this Constitution; but no religious Test shall ever 
be required as a Qualification to any Office or public Trust 
under the United States.

Article. VII.
The Ratification of the Conventions of nine States, shall be 
sufficient for the Establishment of this Constitution between 
the States so ratifying the Same.

Done in Convention by the Unanimous Consent of the States 
present the Seventeenth Day of September in the Year of our 
Lord one thousand seven hundred and Eighty seven and of the 
Independence of the United States of America the Twelfth. In 
witness whereof We have hereunto subscribed our Names, 
Articles in Addition to, and Amendment of, the Constitution of 
the United States of America, Proposed by Congress, and Rati-
fied by the Legislatures of the Several States, Pursuant to the 
Fifth Article of the Original Constitution.

Amendment I9

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of 
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridg-
ing the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the 

 people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the  Government 
for a redress of grievances.

Amendment II
A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a 
free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms shall 
not be infringed.

Amendment III
No Soldier shall, in time of peace, be quartered in any house, 
without the consent of the Owner, nor in time of war, but in 
a manner to be prescribed by law.

Amendment IV
The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, 
papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and sei-
zures, shall not be violated, and no Warrants shall issue, but 
upon probable cause, supported by Oath or affirmation, and 
particularly describing the place to be searched, and the per-
sons or things to be seized.

Amendment V
No person shall be held to answer for a capital or otherwise 
infamous crime, unless on a presentment or indictment of a 
Grand Jury, except in cases arising in the land or naval forces, 
or in the Militia, when in actual service in time of War or 
public danger; nor shall any person be subject for the same 
offence to be twice put in jeopardy of life or limb; nor shall 
be compelled in any criminal case to be a witness against 
himself, nor be deprived of life, liberty, or property, without 
due process of law; nor shall private property be taken for 
public use, without just compensation.

Amendment VI
In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right 
to a speedy and public trial, by an impartial jury of the State 
and district wherein the crime shall have been committed, 
which district shall have been previously ascertained by law, 
and to be informed of the nature and cause of the accusa-
tion; to be confronted with the witnesses against him; to have 
compulsory process for obtaining witnesses in his favor, and 
to have the Assistance of Counsel for his defence.

Amendment VII
In suits at common law, where the value in controversy shall 
exceed twenty dollars, the right of trial by jury shall be pre-
served, and no fact tried by a jury, shall be otherwise reexam-
ined in any Court of the United States, than according to the 
rules of the common law.

Amendment VIII
Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines im-
posed, nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted.

Amendment IX
The enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights, shall 
not be construed to deny or disparage others retained by the 
people.

9The first ten amendments were passed by Congress September 25, 1789. 
They were ratified by three-fourths of the states December 15, 1791.



Amendment X
The powers not delegated to the United States by the Consti-
tution; nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the 
States respectively, or to the people.

Amendment XI10

The Judicial power of the United States shall not be con-
strued to extend to any suit in law or equity, commenced 
or prosecuted against one of the United States by Citizens 
of another State, or by Citizens or Subjects of any Foreign 
State.

Amendment XII11

The Electors shall meet in their respective States and vote 
by ballot for President and Vice-President, one of whom, 
at least, shall not be an inhabitant of the same State with 
themselves; they shall name in their ballots the person voted 
for as President, and in distinct ballots the person voted 
for as Vice-President, and they shall make distinct lists of 
all persons voted for as President, and of all persons voted 
for as Vice-President, and of the number of votes for each, 
which lists they shall sign and certify, and transmit sealed 
to the seat of the government of the United States, directed 
to the President of the Senate;—The President of the Senate 
shall, in the presence of the Senate and House of Represen-
tatives, open all the certificates and the votes shall then be 
counted;—The person having the greatest number of votes 
for President, shall be the President, if such number be a 
majority of the whole number of Electors appointed; and if 
no person have such majority, then from the persons hav-
ing the highest numbers not exceeding three on the list of 
those voted for as President, the House of Representatives 
shall choose immediately, by ballot, the President. But in 
choosing the President, the votes shall be taken by states, 
the representation from each state having one vote; a quo-
rum for this purpose shall consist of a member or members 
from two-thirds of the states, and a majority of all the states 
shall be necessary to a choice. And if the House of Repre-
sentatives shall not choose a President whenever the right 
of choice shall devolve upon them, before the fourth day of 
March next following, then the Vice-President shall act as 
President, as in the case of the death  or other constitutional 
disability of the President.—The person having the greatest 
number of votes as Vice-President, shall be the Vice-Presi-
dent, if such number be a majority of the whole number 
of Electors appointed, and if no person have a majority, 
then from the two highest numbers on the list, the Senate 
shall choose the Vice-President; a quorum for the purpose 
shall consist of two-thirds of the whole number of Senators, 
and a majority of the whole number shall be necessary to a 
choice. But no person constitutionally ineligible to the office 
of President shall be eligible to that of Vice-President of the 
United States.

Amendment XIII12

SECTION. 1. Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, ex-
cept as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have 
been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or 
any place subject to their jurisdiction.
SECTION. 2. Congress shall have power to enforce this ar-
ticle by appropriate legislation.

Amendment XIV13

SECTION. 1. All persons born or naturalized in the United 
States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of 
the United States and of the State wherein they reside. No 
State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the 
privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor 
shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, 
without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its 
jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.
SECTION. 2. Representatives shall be apportioned among the 
several States according to their respective numbers, count-
ing the whole number of persons in each State, excluding 
Indians not taxed. But when the right to vote at any election 
for the choice of electors for President and Vice-President of 
the United States, Representatives in Congress, the Executive 
and Judicial officers of a State, or the members of the Leg-
islature thereof, is denied to any of the male inhabitants of 
such State, being twenty-one years of age, and citizens of the 
United States, or in any way abridged, except for participa-
tion in rebellion, or other crime, the basis of representation 
therein shall be reduced in the proportion which the number 
of such male citizens shall bear to the whole number of male 
citizens twenty-one years of age in such State.
SECTION. 3. No person shall be a Senator or Representative 
in Congress, or elector of President and Vice-President, or 
hold any office, civil or military, under the United States, or 
under any State, who, having previously taken an oath, as a 
member of Congress, or as an officer of the United States, 
or as a member of any State legislature, or as an executive 
or judicial officer of any State, to support the Constitution 
of the United States, shall have engaged in insurrection or 
rebellion against the same, or given aid or comfort to the en-
emies thereof. But Congress may by a vote of two-thirds of 
each House, remove such disability.
SECTION. 4. The validity of the public debt of the United 
States, authorized by law, including debts incurred for pay-
ment of pensions and bounties for services in suppressing 
insurrection or rebellion, shall not be questioned. But nei-
ther the United States nor any State shall assume or pay any 
debt or obligation incurred in aid of insurrection or rebel-
lion against the United States, or any claim for the loss or 
emancipation of any slave; but all such debts, obligations, 
and claims shall be held illegal and void.
SECTION. 5. The Congress shall have the power to enforce, 
by appropriate legislation, the provisions of this article.

10Passed March 4, 1794. Ratified January 23, 1795.
11Passed December 9, 1803. Ratified June 15, 1804.

12Passed January 31, 1865. Ratified December 6, 1865.
13Passed June 13, 1866. Ratified July 9, 1868.
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Amendment XV14

SECTION. 1. The right of citizens of the United States to 
vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or 
by any State on account of race, color, or previous conditions 
of servitude—
SECTION. 2. The Congress shall have power to enforce this 
article by appropriate legislation.

Amendment XVI
The Congress shall have power to lay and collect taxes on 
incomes, from whatever source derived, without apportion-
ment among the several States, and without regard to any 
census or enumeration.

Amendment XVII15

The Senate of the United States shall be composed of two 
Senators from each State, elected by the people thereof, for 
six years; and each Senator shall have one vote. The electors 
in each State shall have the qualifications requisite for elec-
tors of the most numerous branch of the State legislatures.
 When vacancies happen in the representation of any State 
in the Senate, the executive authority of such State shall issue 
writs of election to fill such vacancies: Provided, That the 
legislature of any State may empower the executive thereof 
to make temporary appointments until the people fill the va-
cancies by election as the legislature may direct.
 This amendment shall not be so construed as to affect the 
election or term of any Senator chosen before it becomes 
valid as part of the Constitution.

Amendment XVIII16

SECTION. 1. After one year from the ratification of this ar-
ticle the manufacture, sale, or transportation of intoxicating 
liquors within, the importation thereof into, or the exporta-
tion thereof from the United States and all territory subject 
to the jurisdiction thereof for beverage purposes is hereby 
prohibited.
SECTION. 2. The Congress and the several States shall have 
concurrent power to enforce this article by appropriate 
 legislation.
SECTION. 3. This article shall be inoperative unless it shall 
have been ratified as an amendment to the Constitution by 
the legislatures of the several States, as provided in the Con-
stitution, within seven years from the date of the submission 
hereof to the States by the Congress.

Amendment XIX17

The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be 
denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on 
account of sex.
 Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appro-
priate legislation.

Amendment XX18

SECTION. 1. The terms of the President and Vice-President 
shall end at noon on the 20th day of January, and the terms 
of Senators and Representatives at noon on the 3d day of 
January, of the years in which such terms would have ended 
if this article had not been ratified; and the terms of their 
successors shall then begin.
SECTION. 2. The Congress shall assemble at least once in 
every year, and such meeting shall begin at noon on the 3d day 
of January, unless they shall by law appoint a different day.
SECTION. 3. If, at the time fixed for the beginning of the 
term of the President, the President elect shall have died the 
Vice-President elect shall become President. If a President 
shall not have been chosen before the time fixed for the be-
ginning of his term, or if the President elect shall have failed 
to qualify, then the Vice-President elect shall act as President 
until a President shall have qualified; and the Congress may 
by law provide for the case wherein neither a President elect 
nor a Vice-President elect shall have qualified, declaring who 
shall then act as President, or the manner in which one who 
is to act shall be selected, and such person shall act accord-
ingly until a President or Vice-President shall have qualified.
SECTION. 4. The Congress may by law provide for the case 
of the death of any of the persons from whom the House of 
Representatives may choose a President whenever the right 
of choice shall have devolved upon them, and for the case of 
the death of any of the persons from whom the Senate may 
choose a Vice-President whenever the right of choice shall 
have devolved upon them.
SECTION. 5. Sections 1 and 2 shall take effect on the 15th 
day of October following the ratification of this article.
SECTION. 6. This article shall be inoperative unless it shall 
have been ratified as an amendment to the Constitution by 
the legislatures of three-fourths of the several States within 
seven years from the date of its submission.

Amendment XXI19

SECTION. 1. The eighteenth article of amendment to the 
Constitution of the United States is hereby repealed.
SECTION. 2. The transportation or importation into any 
State, Territory, or possession of the United States for deliv-
ery or use therein of intoxicating liquors, in violation of the 
laws thereof, is hereby prohibited.
SECTION. 3. This article shall be inoperative unless it shall 
have been ratified as an amendment to the Constitution by 
conventions in the several States, as provided in the Consti-
tution, within seven years from the date of the submission 
hereof to the States by the Congress.

Amendment XXII20

No person shall be elected to the office of the President 
more than twice, and no person who has held the office of 

14Passed February 26, 1869. Ratified February 2, 1870.
15Passed May 13, 1912. Ratified April 8, 1913.
16Passed December 18, 1917. Ratified January 16, 1919.
17Passed June 4, 1919. Ratified August 18, 1920.

18Passed March 2, 1932. Ratified January 23, 1933.
19Passed February 20, 1933. Ratified December 5, 1933.
20Passed March 12, 1947. Ratified March 1, 1951.



 President, or acted as President, for more than two years of a 
term to which some other person was elected President shall 
be elected to the office of the President more than once.
 But this Article shall not apply to any person holding the 
office of President when this Article was proposed by the 
Congress, and shall not prevent any person who may be 
holding the office of President, or acting as President, during 
the term within which this Article becomes operative from 
holding the office of President or acting as President during 
the remainder of such term.

Amendment XXIII21

SECTION. 1. The District constituting the seat of Govern-
ment of the United States shall appoint in such manner as 
the Congress may direct:
 A number of electors of President and Vice President 
equal to the whole number of Senators and Representatives 
in Congress to which the District would be entitled if it were 
a State, but in no event more than the least populous State; 
they shall be in addition to those appointed by the States, but 
they shall be considered, for the purposes of the election of 
President and Vice President, to be electors appointed by the 
State; and they shall meet in the District and perform such 
duties as provided by the twelfth article of amendment.
SECTION. 2. The Congress shall have power to enforce this 
article by appropriate legislation.

Amendment XXIV22

SECTION. 1. The right of citizens of the United States to 
vote in any primary or other election for President or Vice 
President, or for Senator or Representative in Congress, shall 
not be denied or abridged by the United States or any State 
by reason of failure to pay any poll tax or other tax.
SECTION. 2. The Congress shall have power to enforce this 
article by appropriate legislation.

Amendment XXV23

SECTION. 1. In case of the removal of the President from 
office or of his death or resignation, the Vice President shall 
become President.
SECTION. 2. Whenever there is a vacancy in the office of the 
Vice President, the President shall nominate a Vice President 
who shall take office upon confirmation by a majority vote 
of both Houses of Congress.
SECTION. 3. Whenever the President transmits to the Presi-
dent pro tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the House 
of Representatives his written declaration that he is unable 

to discharge the powers and duties of his office, and until he 
transmits them a written declaration to the contrary, such 
powers and duties shall be discharged by the Vice President 
as Acting President.
SECTION. 4. Whenever the Vice President and a majority 
of either the principal officers of the executive department 
or of such other body as Congress may by law provide, 
transmit to the President pro tempore of the Senate and the 
Speaker of the House of Representatives their written dec-
laration that the President is unable to discharge the powers 
and duties of his office, the Vice President shall immedi-
ately assume the powers and duties of the office of Acting 
President.
 Thereafter, when the President transmits to the President 
pro tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the House of 
Representatives his written declaration that no inability ex-
ists, he shall resume the powers and duties of his office un-
less the Vice President and a majority of either the principal 
officers of the executive department or of such other body 
as Congress may by law provide, transmit within four days 
to the President pro tempore of the Senate and the Speaker 
of the House of Representatives their written declaration 
that the President is unable to discharge the powers and du-
ties of his office. Thereupon Congress shall decide the issue, 
assembling within forty-eight hours for that purpose if not 
in session. If the Congress, within twenty-one days after re-
ceipt of the latter written declaration, or, if Congress is not in 
session, within twenty-one days after Congress is required to 
assemble, determines by two-thirds vote of both Houses that 
the President is unable to discharge the powers and duties 
of his office, the Vice President shall continue to discharge 
the same as Acting President; otherwise, the President shall 
resume the powers and duties of his office.

Amendment XXVI24

SECTION. 1. The right of citizens of the United States, who 
are eighteen years of age or older, to vote shall not be denied 
or abridged by the United States or by any State on account 
of age.
SECTION. 2. The Congress shall have power to enforce this 
article by appropriate legislation.

Amendment XXVII25

No law, varying the compensation for the service of the Sen-
ators and Representatives, shall take effect, until an election 
of Representatives shall have intervened.

21Passed June 16, 1960. Ratified April 3, 1961.
22Passed August 27, 1962. Ratified January 23, 1964.
23Passed July 6, 1965. Ratified February 11, 1967.

24Passed March 23, 1971. Ratified July 5, 1971.
25Passed September 25, 1989. Ratified May 7, 1992.
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ADMISSION OF STATES

 Order of Date of  Order of Date of
admission State admission  admission State admission

 1 Delaware December 7, 1787  26 Michigan January 26, 1837
 2 Pennsylvania December 12, 1787  27 Florida March 3, 1845
 3 New Jersey December 18, 1787  28 Texas December 29, 1845
 4 Georgia January 2, 1788  29 Iowa December 28, 1846
 5 Connecticut January 9, 1788  30 Wisconsin May 29, 1848
 6 Massachusetts February 6, 1788  31 California September 9, 1850
 7 Maryland April 28, 1788  32 Minnesota May 11, 1858
 8 South Carolina May 23, 1788  33 Oregon February 14, 1859
 9 New Hampshire June 21, 1788  34 Kansas January 29, 1861
10 Virginia June 25, 1788  35 West Virginia June 20, 1863
11 New York July 26, 1788  36 Nevada October 31, 1864
12 North Carolina November 21, 1789  37 Nebraska March 1, 1867
13 Rhode Island May 29, 1790  38 Colorado August 1, 1876
14 Vermont March 4, 1791  39 North Dakota November 2, 1889
15 Kentucky June 1, 1792  40 South Dakota November 2, 1889
16 Tennessee June 1, 1796  41 Montana November 8, 1889
17 Ohio March 1, 1803  42 Washington November 11, 1889
18 Louisiana April 30, 1812  43 Idaho July 3, 1890
19 Indiana December 11, 1816  44 Wyoming July 10, 1890
20 Mississippi December 10, 1817  45 Utah January 4, 1896
21 Illinois December 3, 1818  46 Oklahoma November 16, 1907
22 Alabama December 14, 1819  47 New Mexico January 6, 1912
23 Maine March 15, 1820  48 Arizona February 14, 1912
24 Missouri August 10, 1821  49 Alaska January 3, 1959
25 Arkansas June 15, 1836  50 Hawaii August 21, 1959
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POPULATION OF THE UNITED STATES

(1790–2000)

  Population density:    Population density:
 Total population People per   Total population People per 
Year (in thousands) square mile  Year (in thousands) square mile

1790  3,929 4.5  1900  76,094 25.6
1800  5,297 6.1  1910  92,407 31.0
1810  7,224 4.3  1920 106,466 35.6
1820  9,618 5.6  1930 122,775 41.2
1830 12,901 7.4  1940 131,669 44.2
1840 17,120 9.8  1950 150,697 50.7
1850 23,261 7.9  1960 180,671 60.1
1860 31,513 10.6  1970 205,052 57.52
1870 39,905 13.4  1980 227,225 64.0
1880 50,262 16.9  1990 250,122 70.3
1890 63,056 21.2  2000 281,400 79.1

Figures are from Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1957 (1961), pp. 7, 8; Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1974, p. 5, Census 
 Bureau for 1974 and 1975; and Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1988, p. 7.
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PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS

(1789–1832)

 Number   Popular Electoral Percentage of
Year of states   Candidates1     Parties vote vote popular vote2

1789 11 George Washington* No party designations  69
   John Adams  34
   Minor Candidates   35

1792 15 George Washington No party designations  132
   John Adams  77
   George Clinton   50
   Minor Candidates   5

1796 16 John Adams Federalist  71
   Thomas Jefferson Democratic-Republican  68
   Thomas Pinckney Federalist  59
   Aaron Burr Democratic-Republican  30
   Minor Candidates   48

1800 16 Thomas Jefferson Democratic-Republican  73
   Aaron Burr Democratic-Republican  73
   John Adams Federalist  65
   Charles C. Pinckney Federalist  64
   John Jay Federalist  1

1804 17 Thomas Jefferson Democratic-Republican  162
   Charles C. Pinckney Federalist  14

1808 17 James Madison Democratic-Republican  122
   Charles C. Pinckney Federalist  47
   George Clinton Democratic-Republican  6

1812 18 James Madison Democratic-Republican  128
   DeWitt Clinton Federalist  89

1816 19 James Monroe Democratic-Republican  183
   Rufus King Federalist  34

1820 24 James Monroe Democratic-Republican  231
   John Quincy Adams Independent Republican  1

1824 24 John Quincy Adams National-Republican 108,740 84 30.5
   Andrew Jackson National-Republican 153,544 99 43.1
   William H. Crawford National-Republican 46,618 41 13.1
   Henry Clay National-Republican 47,136 37 13.2

1828 24 Andrew Jackson Democratic 647,286 178 56.0
   John Quincy Adams National Republican 508,064 83 44.0

1832 24 Andrew Jackson Democratic 687,502 219 55.0
   Henry Clay National Republican 530,189 49 42.4
   William Wirt Anti-Masonic  7
   John Floyd South Carolina Democratic} 33,108 11 2.6

1Before the passage of the Twelfth Amendment in 1804, the Electoral College voted for two presidential candidates; the runner-up became vice president. 
Figures are from Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1957 (1961), pp. 682–83; and the U.S. Department of Justice.

2Candidates receiving less than 1 percent of the popular vote have been omitted. For that reason the percentage of popular vote given for any election year 
may not total 100 percent.

*Note: Boldface indicates the winner of each election.



PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS

(1836–1888)

 Number   Popular Electoral Percentage of
Year of states   Candidates    Parties vote vote popular vote1

1836 26 Martin Van Buren Democratic 765,483 170 50.9
    William H. Harrison Whig  73
    Hugh L. White Whig  26
    Daniel Webster Whig 739,795 14
    W. P. Mangum Independent 

}
11

1840 26 William H. Harrison Whig 1,274,624 234 53.1
   Martin Van Buren Democratic 1,127,781 60 46.9

1844 26 James K. Polk Democratic 1,338,464 170 49.6
   Henry Clay Whig 1,300,097 105 48.1
   James G. Birney Liberty 62,300  2.3

1848 30 Zachary Taylor Whig 1,360,967 163 47.4
   Lewis Cass Democratic 1,222,342 127 42.5
   Martin Van Buren Free Soil 291,263  10.1

1852 31 Franklin Pierce Democratic 1,601,117 254 50.9
   Winfi eld Scott Whig 1,385,453 42 44.1

   John P. Hale Free Soil 155,825  5.0
1856 31 James Buchanan Democratic 1,832,955 174 45.3

   John C. Frémont Republican 1,339,932 114 33.1
   Millard Fillmore American 871,731 8 21.6

1860 33 Abraham Lincoln Republican 1,865,593 180 39.8
   Stephen A. Douglas Democratic (Northern) 1,382,713 12 29.5
   John C. Breckinridge Democratic (Southern) 848,356 72 18.1
   John Bell Constitutional Union 592,906 39 12.6

1864 36 Abraham Lincoln Republican 2,206,938 212 55.0
   George B. McClellan Democratic 1,803,787 21 45.0

1868 37 Ulysses S. Grant Republican 3,013,421 214 52.7
   Horatio Seymour Democratic 2,706,829 80 47.3

1872 37 Ulysses S. Grant Republican 3,596,745 286 55.6
   Horace Greeley Democratic 2,843,446 2 43.9

1876 38 Rutherford B. Hayes Republican 4,036,572 185 48.0
    Samuel J. Tilden Democratic 4,284,020 184 51.0
1880 38 James A. Garfi eld Republican 4,453,295 214 48.5
   Winfi eld S. Hancock Democratic 4,414,082 155 48.1

   James B. Weaver Greenback-Labor 308,578  3.4
1884 38 Grover Cleveland Democratic 4,879,507 219 48.5

   James G. Blaine Republican 4,850,293 182 48.2
   Benjamin F. Butler Greenback-Labor 175,370  1.8
   John P. St. John Prohibition 150,369  1.5

1888 38 Benjamin Harrison Republican 5,477,129 233 47.9
   Grover Cleveland Democratic 5,537,857 168 48.6
   Clinton B. Fisk Prohibition 249,506  2.2
   Anson J. Streeter Union Labor 146,935  1.3

1Candidates receiving less than 1 percent of the popular vote have been omitted. For that reason the percentage of popular vote given for any election year 
may not total 100 percent.

2Greeley died shortly after the election; the electors supporting him then divided their votes among minor candidates.

Presidential Elections A-15
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PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS

(1892–1932)

 Number   Popular Electoral Percentage of
Year of states   Candidates    Parties vote vote popular vote1

1892 44 Grover Cleveland Democratic 5,555,426 277 46.1
    Benjamin Harrison Republican 5,182,690 145 43.0
    James B. Weaver People’s 1,029,846 22 8.5
    John Bidwell Prohibition 264,133  2.2
1896 45 William McKinley Republican 7,102,246 271 51.1
    William J. Bryan Democratic 6,492,559 176 47.7
1900 45 William McKinley Republican 7,218,491 292 51.7
    William J. Bryan Democratic; Populist 6,356,734 155 45.5
    John C. Wooley Prohibition 208,914  1.5
1904 45 Theodore Roosevelt Republican 7,628,461 336 57.4
    Alton B. Parker Democratic 5,084,223 140 37.6
    Eugene V. Debs Socialist 402,283  3.0
    Silas C. Swallow Prohibition 258,536  1.9
1908 46 William H. Taft Republican 7,675,320 321 51.6
    William J. Bryan Democratic 6,412,294 162 43.1
    Eugene V. Debs Socialist 420,793  2.8
    Eugene W. Chafi n Prohibition 253,840  1.7
1912 48 Woodrow Wilson Democratic 6,296,547 435 41.9
    Theodore Roosevelt Progressive 4,118,571 88 27.4
    William H. Taft Republican 3,486,720 8 23.2
    Eugene V. Debs Socialist 900,672  6.0
    Eugene W. Chafi n Prohibition 206,275  1.4
1916 48 Woodrow Wilson Democratic 9,127,695 277 49.4
    Charles E. Hughes Republican 8,533,507 254 46.2
    A. L. Benson Socialist 585,113  3.2
    J. Frank Hanly Prohibition 220,506  1.2
1920 48 Warren G. Harding Republican 16,143,407 404 60.4
    James N. Cox Democratic 9,130,328 127 34.2
    Eugene V. Debs Socialist 919,799  3.4
    P. P. Christensen Farmer-Labor 265,411  1.0
1924 48 Calvin Coolidge Republican 15,718,211 382 54.0
    John W. Davis Democratic 8,385,283 136 28.8
    Robert M. La Follette Progressive 4,831,289 13 16.6
1928 48 Herbert C. Hoover Republican 21,391,993 444 58.2
    Alfred E. Smith Democratic 15,016,169 87 40.9
1932 48 Franklin D. Roosevelt Democratic 22,809,638 472 57.4
    Herbert C. Hoover Republican 15,758,901 59 39.7
    Norman Thomas Socialist 881,951  2.2

1Candidates receiving less than 1 percent of the popular vote have been omitted. For that reason the percentage of popular vote given for any election year 
may not total 100 percent.



PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS

(1936–2008)
 Number   Popular Electoral Percentage of
Year of states   Candidates    Parties vote vote popular vote1

1936 48 Franklin D. Roosevelt Democratic 27,752,869 523 60.8
   Alfred M. Landon Republican 16,674,665 8 36.5
   William Lemke Union 882,479  1.9

1940 48 Franklin D. Roosevelt Democratic 27,307,819 449 54.8
   Wendell L. Willkie Republican 22,321,018 82 44.8

1944 48 Franklin D. Roosevelt Democratic 25,606,585 432 53.5
   Thomas E. Dewey Republican 22,014,745 99 46.0

1948 48 Harry S Truman Democratic 24,105,812 303 49.5
   Thomas E. Dewey Republican 21,970,065 189 45.1
   J. Strom Thurmond States’ Rights 1,169,063 39 2.4
   Henry A. Wallace Progressive 1,157,172  2.4

1952 48 Dwight D. Eisenhower Republican 33,936,234 442 55.1
   Adlai E. Stevenson Democratic 27,314,992 89 44.4

1956 48 Dwight D. Eisenhower Republican 35,590,472 457 57.6
   Adlai E. Stevenson Democratic 26,022,752 73 42.1

1960 50 John F. Kennedy Democratic 34,227,096 303 49.9
   Richard M. Nixon Republican 34,108,546 219 49.6

1964 50 Lyndon B. Johnson Democratic 43,126,506 486 61.1
   Barry M. Goldwater Republican 27,176,799 52 38.5

1968 50 Richard M. Nixon Republican 31,785,480 301 43.4
   Hubert H. Humphrey Democratic 31,275,165 191 42.7
   George C. Wallace American Independent 9,906,473 46 13.5

1972 50 Richard M. Nixon Republican 47,169,911 520 60.7
   George S. McGovern Democratic 29,170,383 17 37.5

1976 50 Jimmy Carter Democratic 40,827,394 297 50.0
   Gerald R. Ford Republican 39,145,977 240 47.9

1980 50 Ronald W. Reagan Republican 43,899,248 489 50.8
   Jimmy Carter Democratic 35,481,435 49 41.0
   John B. Anderson Independent 5,719,437  6.6
   Ed Clark Libertarian 920,859  1.0

1984 50 Ronald W. Reagan Republican 54,281,858 525 59.2
   Walter F. Mondale Democratic 37,457,215 13 40.8

1988 50 George H. Bush Republican 47,917,341 426 54
   Michael Dukakis Democratic 41,013,030 112 46

1992 50 William Clinton Democratic 44,908,254 370 43.0
   George H. Bush Republican 39,102,343 168 37.4
   Ross Perot Independent 19,741,065  18.9

1996 50 William Clinton Democratic 47,402,357 379 49
   Robert J. Dole Republican 39,198,755 159 41
   H. Ross Perot Reform 8,085,402  8

2000 50 George W. Bush Republican 50,456,062 271 47.9
   Albert Gore Democratic 50,996,582 266 48.4
   Ralph Nader Green 2,858,843  2.7

2004 50 George W. Bush Republican 60,693,281 286 52
   John F. Kenry Democratic 57,355,978 251 47
   Ralph Nader Green 240,896  

2008 50 Barack Obama Democratic 66,679,680 356 52.7
   John McCain Republican 58,227,508 162 46.1

1Candidates receiving less than 1 percent of the popular vote have been omitted. For that reason the percentage of popular vote given for any election year 
may not total 100 percent.
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JUSTICES OF THE U.S. SUPREME COURT

Chief Justices appear in bold type

  Term of Years of Appointed
  Service Service by

John Jay 1789-1795 5 Washington
John Rutledge 1789–1791 1 Washington
William Cushing 1789–1810 20 Washington
James Wilson 1789–1798 8 Washington
John Blair 1789–1796 6 Washington
Robert H. Harrison 1789–1790 — Washington
James Iredell 1790–1799 9 Washington
Thomas Johnson 1791–1793 1 Washington
William Paterson 1793–1806 13 Washington
John Rutledge1 1795 — Washington
Samuel Chase 1796–1811 15 Washington
Oliver Ellsworth 1796–1800 4 Washington
Bushrod Washington 1798–1829 31 J. Adams
Alfred Moore 1799–1804 4 J. Adams
John Marshall 1801–1835 34 J. Adams
William Johnson 1804–1834 30 Jefferson
H. Brockholst Livingston 1806–1823 16 Jefferson
Thomas Todd 1807–1826 18 Jefferson
Joseph Story 1811–1845 33 Madison
Gabriel Duval 1811–1835 24 Madison
Smith Thompson 1823–1843 20 Monroe
Robert Trimble 1826–1828 2 J. Q. Adams
John McLean 1829–1861 32 Jackson
Henry Baldwin 1830–1844 14 Jackson
James M. Wayne 1835–1867 32 Jackson
Roger B. Taney 1836–1864 28 Jackson
Philip P. Barbour 1836–1841 4 Jackson
John Catron 1837–1865 28 Van Buren
John McKinley 1837–1852 15 Van Buren
Peter V. Daniel 1841–1860 19 Van Buren
Samuel Nelson 1845–1872 27 Tyler
Levi Woodbury 1845–1851 5 Polk
Robert C. Grier 1846–1870 23 Polk
Benjamin R. Curtis 1851–1857 6 Fillmore
John A. Campbell 1853–1861 8 Pierce
Nathan Clifford 1858–1881 23 Buchanan
Noah H. Swayne 1862–1881 18 Lincoln
Samuel F. Miller 1862–1890 28 Lincoln
David Davis 1862–1877 14 Lincoln
Stephen J. Field 1863–1897 34 Lincoln
Salmon P. Chase 1864–1873 8 Lincoln
William Strong 1870–1880 10 Grant
Joseph P. Bradley 1870–1892 22 Grant
Ward Hunt 1873–1882 9 Grant

1Acting Chief Justice; Senate refused to confi rm appointment.
(continued)



JUSTICES OF THE U.S. SUPREME COURT (continued)

Chief Justices appear in bold type

  Term of Years of Appointed
  Service Service by

Morrison R. Waite 1874–1888 14 Grant
John M. Harlan 1877–1911 34 Hayes
William B. Woods 1880–1887 7 Hayes
Stanley Matthews 1881–1889 7 Garfi eld
Horace Gray 1882–1902 20 Arthur
Samuel Blatchford 1882–1893 11 Arthur
Lucius Q. C. Lamar 1888–1893 5 Cleveland
Melville W. Fuller 1888–1910 21 Cleveland
David J. Brewer 1890–1910 20 B. Harrison
Henry B. Brown 1890–1906 16 B. Harrison
George Shiras, Jr. 1892–1903 10 B. Harrison
Howell E. Jackson 1893–1895 2 B. Harrison
Edward D. White 1894–1910 16 Cleveland
Rufus W. Peckham 1895–1909 14 Cleveland
Joseph McKenna 1898–1925 26 McKinley
Oliver W. Holmes, Jr. 1902–1932 30 T. Roosevelt
William R. Day 1903–1922 19 T. Roosevelt
William H. Moody 1906–1910 3 T. Roosevelt
Horace H. Lurton 1910–1914 4 Taft
Charles E. Hughes 1910–1916 5 Taft
Willis Van Devanter 1911–1937 26 Taft
Joseph R. Lamar 1911–1916 5 Taft
Edward D. White 1910–1921 11 Taft
Mahlon Pitney 1912–1922 10 Taft
James C. McReynolds 1914–1941 26 Wilson
Louis D. Brandeis 1916–1939 22 Wilson
John H. Clarke 1916–1922 6 Wilson
William H. Taft 1921–1930 8 Harding
George Sutherland 1922–1938 15 Harding
Pierce Butler 1922–1939 16 Harding
Edward T. Sanford 1923–1930 7 Harding
Harlan F. Stone 1925–1941 16 Coolidge
Charles E. Hughes 1930–1941 11 Hoover
Owen J. Roberts 1930–1945 15 Hoover
Benjamin N. Cardozo 1932–1938 6 Hoover
Hugo L. Black 1937–1971 34 F. Roosevelt
Stanley F. Reed 1938–1957 19 F. Roosevelt
Felix Frankfurter 1939–1962 23 F. Roosevelt
William O. Douglas 1939–1975 36 F. Roosevelt
Frank Murphy 1940–1949 9 F. Roosevelt
Harlan F. Stone 1941–1946 5 F. Roosevelt
James F. Byrnes 1941–1942 1 F. Roosevelt
Robert H. Jackson 1941–1954 13 F. Roosevelt
Wiley B. Rutledge 1943–1949 6 F. Roosevelt

(continued)
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JUSTICES OF THE U.S. SUPREME COURT (continued)

Chief Justices appear in bold type

  Term of Years of Appointed
  Service Service by

Harold H. Burton 1945–1958 13 Truman
Fred M. Vinson 1946–1953 7 Truman
Tom C. Clark 1949–1967 18 Truman
Sherman Minton 1949–1956 7 Truman
Earl Warren 1953–1969 16 Eisenhower
John Marshall Harlan 1955–1971 16 Eisenhower
William J. Brennan, Jr. 1956–1990 34 Eisenhower
Charles E. Whittaker 1957–1962 5 Eisenhower
Potter Stewart 1958–1981 23 Eisenhower
Byron R. White 1962–1993 31 Kennedy
Arthur J. Goldberg 1962–1965 3 Kennedy
Abe Fortas 1965–1969 4 Johnson
Thurgood Marshall 1967–1994 24 Johnson
Warren E. Burger 1969–1986 18 Nixon
Harry A. Blackmun 1970–1994 24 Nixon
Lewis F. Powell, Jr. 1971–1987 15 Nixon
William H. Rehnquist2 1971–2006 35 Nixon
John P. Stevens III 1975– — Ford
Sandra Day O’Connor 1981–2006 26 Reagan
Antonin Scalia 1986– — Reagan
Anthony M. Kennedy 1988– — Reagan
David Souter 1990– — Bush
Clarence Thomas 1991– — Bush
Ruth Bader Ginsburg 1993– — Clinton
Stephen G. Breyer 1994– — Clinton
John G. Roberts, Jr. 2006– — G. W. Bush
Samuel Alito 2006– — G. W. Bush

2Chief Justice from 1986 (Reagan administration).



POLITICAL PARTY AFFILIATIONS IN CONGRESS

AND THE PRESIDENCY, 1789–2011*

   House*   Senate*

  Majority Principal Other (except Majority Principal Other (except President
Congress Year Party Minority Party Vacancies) Party Minority Party Vacancies) and Party

1st 1789–1791 Ad-38 Op-26 — Ad-17 Op-9 — F (Washington)
2nd 1791–1793 F-37 DR-33 — F-16 DR-13 — F (Washington)
3rd 1793–1795 DR-57 F-48 — F-17 DR-13 — F (Washington)
4th 1795–1797 F-54 DR-52 — F-19 DR-13 — F (Washington)
5th 1797–1799 F-58 DR-48 — F-20 DR-12 — F (John Adams)
6th 1799–1801 F-64 DR-42 — F-19 DR-13 — F (John Adams)
7th 1801–1803 DR-69 F-36 — DR-18 F-13 — DR (Jefferson)
8th 1803–1805 DR-102 F-39 — DR-25 F-9 — DR (Jefferson)
9th 1805–1807 DR-116 F-25 — DR-27 F-7 — DR (Jefferson)
10th 1807–1809 DR-118 F-24 — DR-28 F-6 — DR (Jefferson)
11th 1809–1811 DR-94 F-48 — DR-28 F-6 — DR (Madison)
12th 1811–1813 DR-108 F-36 — DR-30 F-6 — DR (Madison)
13th 1813–1815 DR-112 F-68 — DR-27 F-9 — DR (Madison)
14th 1815–1817 DR-117 F-65 — DR-25 F-11 — DR (Madison)
15th 1817–1819 DR-141 F-42 — DR-34 F-10 — DR (Monroe)
16th 1819–1821 DR-156 F-27 — DR-35 F-7 — DR (Monroe)
17th 1821–1823 DR-158 F-25 — DR-44 F-4 — DR (Monroe)
18th 1823–1825 DR-187 F-26 — DR-44 F-4 — DR (Monroe)
19th 1825–1827 Ad-105 J-97 — Ad-26 J-20 — C (J. Q. Adams)
20th 1827–1829 J-119 Ad-94 — J-28 Ad-20 — C (J. Q. Adams)
21st 1829–1831 D-139 NR-74 — D-26 NR-22 — D (Jackson)
22nd 1831–1833 D-141 NR-58 14 D-25 NR-21 2 D (Jackson)
23rd 1833–1835 D-147 AM-53 60 D-20 NR-20 8 D (Jackson)
24th 1835–1837 D-145 W-98 — D-27 W-25 — D (Jackson)
25th 1837–1839 D-108 W-107 24 D-30 W-18 4 D (Van Buren)
26th 1839–1841 D-124 W-118 — D-28 W-22 — D (Van Buren)
27th 1841–1843 W-133 D-102 6 W-28 D-22 2 W (Harrison)
        W (Tyler)
28th 1843–1845 D-142 W-79 1 W-28 D-25 1 W (Tyler)
29th 1845–1847 D-143 W-77 6 D-31 W-25 — D (Polk)
30th 1847–1849 W-115 D-108 4 D-36 W-21 1 D (Polk)
31st 1849–1851 D-112 W-109 9 D-35 W-25 2 W (Taylor)
        W (Fillmore)
32nd 1851–1853 D-140 W-88 5 D-35 W-24 3 W (Fillmore)
33rd 1853–1855 D-159 W-71 4 D-38 W-22 2 D (Pierce)
34th 1855–1857 R-108 D-83 43 D-40 R-15 5 D (Pierce)
35th 1857–1859 D-118 R-92 26 D-36 R-20 8 D (Buchanan)
36th 1859–1861 R-114 D-92 31 D-36 R-26 4 D (Buchanan)
37th 1861–1863 R-105 D-43 30 R-31 D-10 8 R (Lincoln)
38th 1863–1865 R-102 D-75 9 R-36 D-9 5 R (Lincoln)
39th 1865–1867 U-149 D-42 — U-42 D-10 — R (Lincoln)
        R (Johnson)
40th 1867–1869 R-143 D-49 — R-42 D-11 — R (Johnson)
41st 1869–1871 R-149 D-63 — R-56 D-11 — R (Grant)
42nd 1871–1873 R-134 D-104 5 R-52 D-17 5 R (Grant)
43rd 1873–1875 R-194 D-92 14 R-49 D-19 5 R (Grant)
44th 1875–1877 D-169 R-109 14 R-45 D-29 2 R (Grant)
45th 1877–1879 D-153 R-140 — R-39 D-36 1 R (Hayes)
46th 1879–1881 D-149 R-130 14 D-42 R-33 1 R (Hayes)
47th 1881–1883 R-147 D-135 11 R-37 D-37 1 R (Garfi eld)
        R (Arthur)
48th 1883–1885 D-197 R-118 10 R-38 D-36 2 R (Arthur)

*Letter symbols for political parties. Ad—Administration; AM—Anti-Masonic; C—Coalition; D—Democratic; DR—Democratic-Republican; F—Federalist; 
J—Jacksonian; NR—National-Republican; Op—Opposition; R—Republican; U—Unionist; W—Whig.

Source: Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to the Present, Various eds. Washington, D.C.: GOP.
(continued)
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POLITICAL PARTY AFFILIATIONS IN CONGRESS

AND THE PRESIDENCY, 1789–2011 (continued)

   House*   Senate*

  Majority Principal Other (except Majority Principal Other (except President
Congress Year Party Minority Party Vacancies) Party Minority Party Vacancies) and Party

49th 1885–1887 D-183 R-140 2 R-43 D-34 — D (Cleveland)
50th 1887–1889 D-169 R-152 4 R-39 D-37 — D (Cleveland)
51st 1889–1891 R-166 D-159 — R-39 D-37 — R (B. Harrison)
52nd 1891–1893 D-235 R-88 9 R-47 D-39 2 R (B. Harrison)
53rd 1893–1895 D-218 R-127 11 D-44 R-38 3 D (Cleveland)
54th 1895–1897 R-244 D-105 7 R-43 D-39 6 D (Cleveland)
55th 1897–1899 R-204 D-113 40 R-47 D-34 7 R (McKinley)
56th 1899–1901 R-185 D-163 9 R-53 D-26 8 R (McKinley)
57th 1901–1903 R-197 D-151 9 R-55 D-31 4 R (McKinley)
        R (T. Roosevelt)
58th 1903–1905 R-208 D-178 — R-57 D-33 — R (T. Roosevelt)
59th 1905–1907 R-250 D-136 — R-57 D-33 — R (T. Roosevelt)
60th 1907–1909 R-222 D-164 — R-61 D-31 — R (T. Roosevelt)
61st 1909–1911 R-219 D-172 — R-61 D-32 — R (Taft)
62nd 1911–1913 D-228 R-161 1 R-51 D-41 — R (Taft)
63rd 1913–1915 D-291 R-127 17 D-51 R-44 1 D (Wilson)
64th 1915–1917 D-230 R-196 9 D-56 R-40 — D (Wilson)
65th 1917–1919 D-216 R-210 6 D-53 R-42 — D (Wilson)
66th 1919–1921 R-240 D-190 3 R-49 D-47 — D (Wilson)
67th 1921–1923 R-301 D-131 1 R-59 D-37 — R (Harding)
68th 1923–1925 R-225 D-205 5 R-51 D-43 2 R (Coolidge)
69th 1925–1927 R-247 D-183 4 R-56 D-39 1 R (Coolidge)
70th 1927–1929 R-237 D-195 3 R-49 D-46 1 R (Coolidge)
71st 1929–1931 R-267 D-167 1 R-56 D-39 1 R (Hoover)
72nd 1931–1933 D-220 R-214 1 R-48 D-47 1 R (Hoover)
73rd 1933–1935 D-310 R-117 5 D-60 R-35 1 D (F. Roosevelt)
74th 1935–1937 D-319 R-103 10 D-69 R-25 2 D (F. Roosevelt)
75th 1937–1939 D-331 R-89 13 D-76 R-16 4 D (F. Roosevelt)
76th 1939–1941 D-261 R-164 4 D-69 R-23 4 D (F. Roosevelt)
77th 1941–1943 D-268 R-162 5 D-66 R-28 2 D (F. Roosevelt)
78th 1943–1945 D-218 R-208 4 D-58 R-37 1 D (F. Roosevelt)
79th 1945–1947 D-242 R-190 2 D-56 R-38 1 D (Truman)
80th 1947–1949 R-245 D-188 1 R-51 D-45 — D (Truman)
81st 1949–1951 D-263 R-171 1 D-54 R-42 — D (Truman)
82nd 1951–1953 D-243 R-199 1 D-49 R-47 — D (Truman)
83rd 1953–1955 R-221 D-211 1 R-48 D-47 1 R (Eisenhower)
84th 1955–1957 D-232 R-203 — D-48 R-47 1 R (Eisenhower)
85th 1957–1959 D-233 R-200 — D-49 R-47 — R (Eisenhower)
86th 1959–1961 D-283 R-153 — D-64 R-34 — R (Eisenhower)
87th 1961–1963 D-263 R-174 — D-65 R-35 — D (Kennedy)
88th 1963–1965 D-258 R-177 — D-67 R-33 — D (Kennedy)
        D (Johnson)
89th 1965–1967 D-295 R-140 — D-68 R-32 — D (Johnson)
90th 1967–1969 D-247 R-187 1 D-64 R-36 — D (Johnson)
91st 1969–1971 D-243 R-192 — D-58 R-42 — R (Nixon)
92nd 1971–1973 D-255 R-180 — D-54 R-44 2 R (Nixon)
93rd 1973–1975 D-242 R-192 1 D-56 R-42 2 R (Nixon, Ford)
94th 1975–1977 D-291 R-144 — D-61 R-37 2 R (Ford)
95th 1977–1979 D-292 R-143 — D-61 R-38 1 D (Carter)
96th 1979–1981 D-277 R-158 — D-58 R-41 1 D (Carter)
97th 1981–1983 D-242 R-192 — R-54 D-45 1 R (Reagan)
98th 1983–1985 D-266 R-167 2 R-55 D-45 — R (Reagan)
99th 1985–1987 D-252 R-183 — R-53 D-47 — R (Reagan)
100th 1987–1989 D-258 R-177 — D-55 R-45 — R (Reagan)
101st 1989–1991 D-262 R-173 — D-57 R-43 — R (Bush)
102nd 1991–1993 D-267 R-167 1 D-57 R-43 — R (Bush)
103rd 1993–1995 D-256 R-178 1 D-56 R-44 — D (Clinton)

(continued)



POLITICAL PARTY AFFILIATIONS IN CONGRESS

AND THE PRESIDENCY, 1789–2011 (continued)

   House*   Senate*

  Majority Principal Other (except Majority Principal Other (except President
Congress Year Party Minority Party Vacancies) Party Minority Party Vacancies) and Party

104th 1995–1997 R-230 D-204 1 R-52 D-48 — D (Clinton)
105th 1997–1999 R-228 D-206 1 R-55 D-45 — D (Clinton)
106th 1999–2001 R-223 D-211 1 R-55 D-45 — D (Clinton)
107th 2001–2003 R-221 D-212 1 D-50 R-49 2 R (Bush)
108th 2003–2005 R-229 D-205 1 R-51 D-48 2 R (Bush)
109th 2005–2007 R-232 D-202 1 R-55 D-44 1 R (Bush)
110th 2007–2009 R-202 D-233 1 R-49 D-49* 2 R (Bush)
111th 2009–2011 D-256 R-175 0 D-55 R-40 2 D (Obama)

*The two independents caucused with the Democrats giving them a majority in the Senate.

Political Party Affiliations in Congress and the Presidency A-23
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and girls in, 239–242, 242; wool vs. cotton, 
236. See also Cotton and cotton industry; 
Textile industry; Wool and wool industry

Clothing, in 1950s, 749
Co-education, 552–553
Co-optation, 684
Coal and coal industry, 431; black lung and, 463; 

strikes and, 466, 576, 577; wages, 463
“Coalition of the willing”, in Iraq War, 859
Cobbett, William, 185
Coca-Cola, CEO severance check from, 845
Cocaine, 578, 578
Cochrane, Elizabeth S. (“Nellie Bly”), 538, 556
Code Duello, 349
Code of Honor, The, 349
Code Talkers, Navajo, 716
Cody, William F. (“Buffalo Bill”), 499, 500, 510; 

Spanish-American War and, 540; Wild West 
show of, 508, 510

Coeducational schools, 552–553
Coercive Acts (1774), 133–134
Coffi n handbill, 259
Cohan, George M., 699
Coinage, 525; Coinage Act (1837), 525, 527; in 

Massachusetts, 65–66
Cold War, 720–725, 721, 728; containment 

policy and, 723; Eisenhower and, 760; “iron 
curtain” and, 723; Kennedy and, 760, 762, 
763–764; Kissinger on, 804; Nixon and, 
804–805; origins of, 720–725; U-2 spy plane 
incident and, 760

Colleges. See Universities and colleges
Collier’s (magazine), 592, 743
Colón, Cristóbal. See Columbus, Christopher
Colonies (initial, in U.S.), 39–57, 40, 56;

African Americans in, 80–89; Continental 
Congresses, 135; corporate, 47; culture 
in, 105–107; economy in, 41, 55–60, 56,
62–65, 67–68; English background and, 
21, 26–30; English culture in, 105; family 
in, 98, 100–101; fi rst colonization, 2–3; 
“Great Migration” and, 42, 43; Indians in/
interactions with, 71–80, 72, 74; life and 
society in 1600s, 55–70, 56; life expectancy in, 
60, 85, 97–98; mercantilism and, 55–63, 
58–63; moneymaking in, 48; Piedmont 
confl icts, 60; population in, 28–29, 29,
39, 97–98, 108; private enterprise/trading 
companies and, 29–30; promoters of, 27; 
proprietary, 47–52; punishments in, 44, 44;
Puritans and, 42–45, 53; royal, 47, 48, 50; 
self-government in, 41–42; societal changes 
in (1700–1776), 97–103; trade and, 55–63, 56;
women’s status in, 101–102. See also Colonial 
dissension; Colonial incidents and protests; 
Colonies, specifi c; Settlements; States

Colonies of United States (overseas), 
582–584, 588

Colonies, specifi c: Carolinas, 48–50; 
Connecticut, 47; Georgia, 52; Maine, 47; 
Massachusetts Bay, 41–42; middle colonies, 
49, 67–68; New England, 39–45, 40, 46,
63–67; New Hampshire, 47; New Jersey, 
50–52; Pennsylvania, 52; Plymouth Plantation, 
40–41; Rhode Island, 45–47; Roanoke, 25–26; 

Cities (continued)
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southern colonies, 51, 58–63; Tidewater 
area, 59–60, 60

Colonial assemblies and governors, 104–105
Colonial dissension (1763–1770), 112–125, 113;

boycott and, 124–125; British economy and, 
115–116; British garrison established, 115–
116; British soldiers, presence and, 127–128; 
Canada vs. sugar debate and, 112–114; 
Declaratory Act and, 124; Pontiac’s rebellion 
and, 113, 115; Proclamation of 1763 and, 
114, 115; Quartering Act of 1765 and, 116, 
128; Sons of Liberty and, 121, 129, 133, 136; 
taxation acts and, 113, 118–125, 121. See also
Taxes and taxation

Colonial incidents and protests (1770–1776), 
126–142, 127; alcohol, role in, 129; Boston 
Massacre, 126–127, 127, 159-A; Boston Tea 
Party, 129, 133, 134, 159-A; Bunker Hill, 
137–138, 137; Common Sense (Paine), 139; 
cutting the tie, 139–141; Declaration of 
Independence, 139–141; “Declaration of 
the Cause and Nature of Taking up Arms”, 
138–139; fi rst battles, 127; First Continental 
Congress, 135; friction with British soldiers 
(redcoats), 126–128, 130–131; Gaspée,
burning of, 129, 131–132; Intolerable Acts, 
133–134; Lexington and Concord, 136–137, 
136, 137, 159-B; protest leaders, 132–133, 
132; rebellion, 134–139, 137; Regulators, 
129–131; Second Continental Congress, 
138–139; Sons of Liberty, 121, 129, 133, 136; 
Tea Act, 133. See also War for independence

Colonial militias, 96, 135, 143; opinions on, 
108, 143

Colonial politicians, 122
Colonial tavern, 128
Colonial wars, 92, 95–97, 107–110; “American 

Style” of war, 96; European warfare, 
95–96, 95

Colonialism: American (in 1890s), 536–545, 
584–589; distaste for, 537–538, 584; 
Spanish-American War and, 538–542

Colonization movement, for African Americans, 
303–304

Color line: “colored only” signs and facilities, 
767–768, 768, 771; racial segregation and, 
543–546, 567, 772

Colored Farmers’ National Alliance, 522–523
Columbia, Panama Canal Zone purchased 

from, 586
Columbia University, 794
Columbian Exchange, 16–18
Columbus, Christopher, 6–8, 7, 11–12; cost of 

expeditions of, 12; as mapmaker, 11, 12;
misjudgments of, 11; motives of, 7–8; ships 
of, 12; start as common sailor, 36; title of, 
12, 20

Comanche Indians, 319, 322, 499
Comet, Hale-Bopp (1996), 845
Commerce. See Trade
Committee on Industrial Organization, 685. 

See also Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (CIO)

Committee on Public Information (CPI), 
621–622, 624

Committee to Reelect the President 
(CREEP), 807

Committees of Correspondence, 134–135
Common Sense (Paine), 139
Communism: in Cambodia, 803; containment 

policy and, 723–724, 753; in Greece 
and Turkey, 723; in Laos, 803; 

“Red Scare” in U.S. (1919), 632, 633; “Red 
Scare” in U.S. (1940s–1950s), 732–733, 732;
in Russia/Soviet Union, 690, 708, 722; U.S. 
aid to anti-Communist struggles, 758, 820; 
Vietnam and, 789–790; World War II and, 
708, 713–715

Communist party (American), 666; election of 
1928 and, 666; election of 1948 and, 726, 
732; McCarthy hearings and, 733–734; 
membership in 1950s, 750; World War II, 
“party line” during, 695

Communities: of Puritans, 43; slave, 317–318; 
utopian, 291

Compass, 69
Compromise of 1850, 342, 352
Compromise of 1877, 413
Computers, 842–844; Apple, 843, 843; personal, 

431, 842–844; stock market boom (“dot-
coms”) and, 843–844; World Wide Web and 
Internet, 843

Comstock, Anthony, 571–572
Comstock lode, 511, 526, 527
Concentration camps (WW II), 720–721, 721
Concord, battle at, 136–137, 137
Condon, Abby, 235
Conestoga wagons, 236, 246–247
Coney Island, 491
Confederacy, 359–360; army of, 364–367; 

Fourteenth Amendment, 405; government 
of, 359–360; pardons for Confederates, 
402; Radical Reconstruction, 406–410, 406;
readmission of former states of, 401–403. 
See also Civil War (U.S.); Reconstruction

Confederate States of America. See Confederacy
Confederation, Articles of, 160, 161, 164–168; 

divided authority under, 164; Northwest 
Ordinances, 166–167, 168; western lands 
under, 164–166, 165

Conformity, in World War I-era, 620–624
Congregationalist Church, 47, 106, 161, 550, 838
Congress, Continental, 135, 138–139
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), 

666, 685
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), 775, 777
Congress (U.S.), 174, Appendix A-4 to A-5; 

political party affi liations in, Appendix A-
21 to A-23; president and, 415; slavery and, 
334–335. See also House of Representatives; 
Senate

Conkling, Roscoe, 416, 418, 420–424, 449
Connecticut (colony), 47. See also New England 

colonies
Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court

(Twain), 433
Connolly, Richard (“Slippery Dick”), 484
Conquistadores, 14–15, 16
Conscientious objection: Jehovah’s Witnesses 

and, 759; in World War I, 617
Conscription Act (1873), 387
Conscription Act (1917), 614
Consent of governed, for taxation, 104, 118–119, 

122–123
Conservation, of nature, 579–580
Conservatism, Reagan-era, 814–823, 815
Constitution(s): Articles of Confederation 

and, 160, 161, 164–168; British equivalent 
of, 160; Fundamental Constitutions of 
Carolina, 49; Lecompton Constitution, 353; 
state, 160–164

Constitution (U.S.), 171–176, Appendix A-4 
to A-11; admirability/reputation of, 171; 
alcohol consumed during party for, 172; 

amendment process, 174, 334; amendments 
to, 176, Appendix A-8 to A-11; Bill of Rights, 
176; broad construction of, 183, 220; checks, 
limits, and balances in, 174; conservatives 
at convention for, 173–174; convention for, 
171–173, 172; delegates at convention for, 
172, 173, 173; federal relationship in, 174; 
federalists and anti-federalists and, 175–176; 
Founding Fathers and, 171–173, 172;
interpretation of, 183–184, 194, 772; judicial 
review of, 201–202; length of, relative, 174; 
ratifi cation of, 175–176; slavery and, 174–
175, 334; strict construction of, 183–184; 
“three-fi fths compromise” and, 175, 197. See
also specifi c amendments

Constitutional Convention, 171–173, 172
Constitutional era (1781–1789), 160–177, 161;

Articles of Confederation and, 160, 161,
164–168; authority of states vs. Congress 
and, 164; change, calls for, 170; Constitution 
and, 171–176; diffi culties and anxieties in, 
169–171; foreign meddling and, 170; lack of 
respect and insults in, 169–170; monetary 
system and problems in, 161, 169, 169;
Northwest Ordinances and, 166–167, 168;
ratifi cation and, 175–176; religion in, 161; 
Shays Rebellion and, 170–171, 171; slaves, 
manumission in the South and, 163; state 
constitutions and, 160–164; voting rights 
and, 161–162, 162; western lands and, 
164–166, 165; women’s place and rights and, 
162–163

Constitutional Union party, 358
Constructionism (constitutional), broad 

construction, 183, 220
Consumers and consumerism, 652–653; in 

1920s, 651–653; in 1950s, 739–743; in 1980s, 
818; automobiles and, 747–748; borrowing 
and (1920s), 651

Containment policy, 723–724, 753
Continental Army, 143–145, 152–153
Continental Congress: First (1774), 135; Second 

(1775), 138–139. See also Constitutional era
Contracts, sanctity of, 219
Convention, Constitutional, 171–173, 172
Conventions, nominating, 417–418
Conwell, Russell B., 455, 457, 552
Coode, John, 35, 66
Cooke, Jay, and Company, 441, 443
Coolidge, Calvin, 646–648, 647; bull market of, 

655–656; economic policies of, 648–658; 
economic prosperity and, 648, 649, 652, 
655–656; election of 1924 and, 648; “no 
right to strike” statement of, 632; personal 
characteristics of, 647–648, 761; renowned 
silence of, 647–648; as vice president, 
646–647

Cooper, James Fenimore, 219, 277
Cooper, Peter, 427
Copperheads, 373–375
Coral Sea, Battle of the, 697, 705–706, 706, 707
Corbett, “Gentleman Jim”, 562
Corbin, Abel R., 411
Corbin, Margaret, 152
Corduroy roads, 221
CORE. See Congress of Racial Equality
Corn: maize (American corn), 17; selling price 

of, 521
Cornbury, Lord (Edward Hyde), 104
Cornwallis, Charles, 150, 154–155, 154;

surrender at Yorktown, 155
Coronado, Francisco, 16, 498
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Corporate colonies, 47
Corporate mergers, in 1980s, 819
Corporations, 443, 844–846; antitrust legislation 

and, 451; CEO compensation and severance 
packages of (2000s), 844–846; corporate 
structure, 443; Eisenhower and, 754–755; 
greed and self-motivated schemes in, 832, 
844–846; merger and takeovers (1980s), 819; 
wealth of, 567, 844–845. See also Trusts

Corregidor, 697, 705
Correll, Charles, 665
“Corrupt bargain” election (1824), 255–256, 255
Corruption: Black Friday (1869) and, 411; 

deregulation and, 819, 832; Grant 
administration and, 409; Johnson-era 
bureaucracy and, 788; patronage and, 418, 
423–424; Reconstruction governments and, 
410–413; Veterans’ Bureau (1920s) and, 646. 
See also Political machines

Cortés, Hernán, 13–14, 14
Corwin, Thomas, 332
Cosmopolitan (magazine), 556, 570
Cottage industry, 236
Cotton, John, 43, 45, 77
Cotton and cotton industry, 49, 242–244; cloth 

manufacture in, 236; cottage industry 
(putting-out system) and, 236; cotton gin 
and, 242–244, 243; expansion of, 244, 244,
313; mills and, 237–238, 237, 238, 462; naval 
blockade (Civil War) and, 373; slave labor 
and, 244, 312, 313, 313; spinning machines 
and, 236–237, 236; subsidies for, 680–681; 
tariffs and, 267; white lung and, 463

Cotton diplomacy, 373
Cotton gin, 242–244, 243
Coughlin, Father Charles E., 683, 684, 696
Counterculture (1960s), 792, 794–795, 795
Coureurs de bois, 94
Coverture, 101–102
Cowboys, 505–508, 505; TV shows on (1950s), 

741–742; vaqueros, 322, 506–507
Cows. See Cattle and cattle industry
Cox, James M., 627, 628
Coxey, Jacob S., 528
CPI. See Committee on Public Information
Cragin, Simeon, 250
Crash of October 1929, 656–657, 659
Crawford, William, 229, 254, 254
Creation: Biblical account of, 838; evolution and, 

641–642
Credit: buying on, in 1920s, 651; German 

reparations after World War I and, 649. See
also Debt

Crédit Mobilier scandal, 440
Cricket (sport), 559
Crime: bank robbery, 668; bootleggers and, 

638–640; in cities, 488; “lower orders” and, 
102–103; punishments in the colonies, 
44, 44

“Crime of ‘73” (demonetization of silver), 527
Criminals, constitutional rights of, 802
Crittenden, John J., 359
Crittenden’s Compromise Plan (1861), 359, 360
Croatia, 712, 824; immigrants from, 470, 483
Croatians, 626; in Bosnia, 853–854
Croatoan Island and “CROATOAN” inscription, 

25, 26
Crocker, Charles, 439
Crockett, David (“Davy”): at Alamo, 322, 323; on 

Van Buren, 280
Crockett, Davy (television show), 739
Croker, Richard, 485

Croly, Herbert, 568
Cromwell, Oliver, 55, 65, 95
Cromwell, William Nelson, 586
Crook, George, 500–501
Crops. See Agriculture; specifi c crops
Cross-dressing, 104
“Cross of Gold” speech (Bryan), 532
Cross-staff, 69
Crouch, Darius, 380
Crow Indians, 498
Crusade in Europe (Eisenhower), 734, 738
Cuba, 12, 538–542, 585–586; Batista and, 689; 

Bay of Pigs invasion and, 763; Castro 
in, 764, 806, 836; filibusters in, 343; 
Guantanamo Bay naval base and, 585, 858; 
immigrants to U.S. (Cubanoamericanos), 
836; missile crisis and (1962), 763, 764; 
Platt Amendment and, 585, 689; Polk’s 
expansionism and, 332; Soviet aid to, 806; 
Spanish-American War and, 538–542, 
542; Teller Amendment and, 582; U.S. 
policy in (1901), 585–586; yellow fever in, 
584, 590, 591

Cuban immigrants, 836
Cubanoamericanos, 836
Cubans, sentiments about the U.S., 589
Cuffee, Paul, 303
Cuitláhuac, 13
Cultivation. See Agriculture
Cults, 840–842; deprogrammers and, 840; Hare 

Krishnas, 840–841, 840; Heaven’s gate, 845; 
in later 20th century, 839–842; Moonies, 
841, 842; Rajneesh and, 841–842; UFOs 
and, 845

Cumberland Gap, 245
Cumberland River, in Civil War, 374, 375
Cumberland Road, 222, 223
Cuomo, Mario, 823
Currency. See Money
Currier, Nathaniel, 279
Currier and Ives prints, 279
Curtis, Cyrus H. K., 556
Custer, George Armstrong, 190, 502
Custer’s Last Stand, 502, 502
Custis, Martha, 101
Cutler, Timothy, 105
CWA. See Civil Works Administration
Czechoslovakia, 626, 722; Germany and, 

691–692
Czolgosz, Leon, 545

D
D-Day, 710–711, 711
Daily life. See Lifestyles
Dale, Thomas, 30, 31
Daley, Richard E., 761
Dallas, Texas, Kennedy assassination in, 764, 765
Dark horse candidates, 328, 422
Darrow, Clarence, 578, 641, 642
Dartmouth College, football team of, 561
Dartmouth College v. Woodward (1819), 219
Darwin, Charles, 453, 641
Darwinism, Social, 453–455
Daugherty, Harry M., 628, 646
Davenport, James, 106
Davis, David, 413
Davis, Jeff (Arkansas governor), 568
Davis, Jefferson, 359; in Civil War, 385, 

392–394; as president of Confederacy, 359, 
360, 361–362; Taylor, Zachary, and, 343; 
transcontinental railroad and, 343

Davis, John W., 648, 682

Davis, Joseph, 316
Davy Crockett (television show), 739–740, 739
Dawes, Charles G., 649
Dawes Severalty Act (1887), 504, 686
De Bow, J. D. B., on U.S. expansion, 332
De Forest, Lee, 431
De Gaulle, Charles, 738
De las Casas, Bartolomé, 15, 16, 54-A
De Sille, Nicholas, 48
Deadwood, South Dakota, 510, 511
Deaf people, schools and reforms for, 292
Debates: Kennedy-Nixon, 761; Lincoln-Douglas, 

360; Obama-Clinton, 862; Obama-McCain, 
862, 862; Webster-Hayne, 276

Debs, Eugene V., 466, 620–621; election of 
1904 and, 577; election of 1912 and, 
594; imprisonment of, 467; pardoned by 
Harding, 642

Debt: assumption of state debt (by federal 
government), 182–183; farming and, 
521–522

Debt, foreign, in 1980s, 818
Debt, national, 180–181; Civil War and, 395–

396; Confederation debt, 181; Jefferson, 
Thomas and, 201; Reagan and, 818; War 
for Independence and, 181–182. See also
Surplus

Decadence, in later twentieth century, 830
Decatur, Stephen, 208, 217
Declaration of Independence, 139–141; 

borrowed statements in, 140; depiction of 
George III in, 139–140; “inalienable rights” 
and, 141; quotations from, 126, 141, 159-A; 
signing of (painting), 140; text of, Appendix 
A-2 to A-3; universal human rights in, 141

“Declaration of Sentiments and 
Resolutions”, 296

“Declaration of the Cause and Necessity of 
Taking Up Arms”, 138–139

Declaratory Act (1766), 124
Deep Throat, 807
Deere, John, 519
Deerfi eld, Massachusetts, 97, 97
Defense Department, cost paid for simple 

hardware at, 821
Defense industries, as “merchants of death”, 691
Defl ation, retirement of greenbacks and, 427
Defoe, Daniel, 96
Deists, 284–285
Delaware: annexed to Pennsylvania, 52; 

Continental Congress and, 139; economy 
in, 67–68; population diversity in, 68; slaves 
in, 304

Delaware Indians, 115
Delaware River, Washington’s crossing of, 150
Democracy: city manager system and, 570; 

making the world “safe for democracy”, 597, 
614; Pilgrims’ view of, 41

Democracy in America (Tocqueville), 447
Democratic party: African Americans and 

(1930s), 684–685, 684; Civil War and, 395, 
405; as Democratic-Republicans, 258–261, 
269, 275; Dixiecrats and, 726–727; election 
of 1860 and, 356, 357; election of 2008 and, 
862, 863; fusion/fusionists (with Populists) 
and, 532; ideology of, 276–277; in late 19th 
century, 415–417, 416; McAdoo Democrats, 
648; Mexican War, sentiments on, 332; 
New Deal years and, 687; New Democrats, 
848; political machine of, 418; population 
shifts in later twentieth century and, 
832–834, 833; Populists and, 522; 
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redefi nition of (1968–1972), 806; slave states 
and, 328; in South, 395, 417, 534; split in 
1860, 356; symbols of, 273; tariffs and, 426; 
“Whigs”, 275–281; Yellow Dog Democrats, 
416. See also Elections

Democratic-Republicans, 258–261, 269, 275
Democratic socialists, 667, 672
Demographics, in later twentieth century, 

832–834, 832, 833
Demonetization Act (1873), 527
Deng Xiaoping, 805
Denmark, in World War II, 694, 695
Dennis et al. v. United States (1951), 733
Dependent Pensions Act (1889), 420
Depression: of 1830s–1840s, 275, 279; of 1838, 

528; of 1890s, 454; Great Depression 
(1930s), 649, 659–673, 660; Hoover’s 
program for, 664–666; popular responses 
to, 667–671. See also Great Depression

Deprogrammers, for cult beliefs, 840
Deregulation: of electricity companies, 832; 

fi nancial frauds and, 832; of fi nancial 
institutions (1980s), 819

Dershowitz, Alan, 858–859
Desegregation. See Civil rights; Segregation
Desert, Great American, 320–321
“Desert fox” (Rommel), 709
Desertion, in Civil War, 367, 388, 393
Détente, 800, 804–805, 812
Detroit: Battle of the Overpass in, 686; “Purple 

Gang” in, 640
Dew, Thomas Roderick, 308
Dewey, George, 545
Dewey, John, 567
Dewey, Thomas A., 695
Dewey, Thomas E., 717, 726–727; “Dewey 

Defeats Truman” headline (1948), 726;
election of 1948 and, 726–727, 727

DeWitt, John W., 707
Dialect, 408
Díaz, Bartholomeu, 10, 11
Díaz, Porfi rio, 537, 598
Dickinson, John, 121, 139, 166
Dictionary of the English Language

(Webster), 219
Diem, Ngo Dinh, 788–790
Dillinger, John, 668
Dime novels, 508–511
Dingley Tariff, 590
Dinwiddie, Robert, 108
Dior, Christian, 749
Dirkson, Everett, 778
Disarmament, in 1920s, 643–644
Disciples of Christ, 287, 838
Discoveries, 1–19; exchange of plants, animals, 

and disease and, 16–18; fi rst colonization 
of Americas and, 2–3; Mesoamerican 
civilization and, 2–6, 3–5; other discoverers 
in, 7; Portugal and Spain and, 10–16; 
of United States, 14; Western European 
expansion and, 6–10

Discretionary income, 739
Disease, 18; AIDS, 808; cities/urban life and, 487; 

Columbian Exchange and, 18; fl u epidemic 
of 1918–1919 and, 622–623; occupational, 
463; smallpox, 18, 18, 76, 487; veneral 
disease, 18, 620, 808

Disney, Walt: Hays Code and, 641; TV shows of, 
739–740, 739

Disneyland, Khrushchev and, 759–760
Disraeli, Benjamin, 328
Dissenters, in 1950s, 750

Dix, Dorothea, 293
“Dixie” (song), 388
Dixiecrats, 726–727
Dixon-Yates, 754
Dr. Zhivago (Pasternak), 759
Doctors, women as, 367, 553
Doenitz, Karl, 713
Dole, Robert, 761, 799, 823, 852
Dollar, 161, 525; as bimetal currency, 525; 

Confederation era, 169, 169; division into 
quarters, 182

“Dollar-a-year men”, 700
Dollar diplomacy, 597
Domesticated mammals, 16–17
Dominican Republic: intervention in, 597–599, 

598; Negro baseball leagues and, 773; U.S. 
occupation of (1916–1924), 589

Dominion of New England, 56, 66–67
Domino theory, 790
Donnelly, Ignatius P., 525, 527
Doonesbury, 846
Dorchester Heights, 147–148, 148
Dorr’s Rebellion, 257
Dot-coms, 843–844
Doughboys, in World War I, 611–612, 611
Doughface, 351, 353, 356
Douglas, Stephen A.: Compromise of 1850 and, 

342; debates with Lincoln, 360 ; election 
of 1860 and, 356, 358; Freeport Doctrine 
of, 353–354; Kansas-Nebraska Act and, 
343–344, 347; Lecompton Constitution and, 
353; on radial equality, 354; transcontinental 
railroad and, 343–344

Douglass, Frederick, 296, 298–299, 314
Douglass, William O., 773
Dousing, 288
Dowd, Charles F., 437
Draft (military): anti-draft riots, 387; Civil War 

and, 366–367, 387; World War I and, 617; 
World War II and, 694, 700

Drake, Edwin, 444
Drake, Francis, 23, 24–25, 80
Dreadnoughts, 585
Dred Scott case (Dred Scott v. Sandford), 351–

353, 351; legal status of slavery and, 352
Dreiser, Theodore, Communist party and, 666
Drew, Daniel, 436–437
Drew, Timothy (Drew Ali), 779
Drinking. See Alcohol; Prohibition
Drug culture (1960s), 792
Drug labeling, 578, 578
Drums, snare, 148
“Dry” states, 619
Du Bois, W. E. B., 536, 567, 617, 634–635, 638
Dubinsky, David, 685
Duels and dueling, 205, 260
Dukakis, Michael, 823
Duke, James Buchanan, 457, 552
Duke University, 552
Dulany, Daniel, 119
Dulles, Allen, 756; CIA and, 756, 790; United 

Fruit and, 758; Vietnam and, 790
Dulles, John Foster, 755–758, 756;

brinksmanship and, 758; Geneva Accords 
and, 788–789; United Fruit and, 758

Dumbbell tenement, 486
Dupuy de Lome, Enrique, 538
Durante vita, 84
Dust Bowl, 662
Dutch: New Netherland/New Amsterdam 

settlement, 35–36, 37; Pennsylvania Dutch, 
68, 99; women’s rights and, 101

Dutch language, insulting uses of, 48
Dutch Reformed Church, 48, 106
Dutch settlements. See New York
Dutch West India Company, 35, 48
Duties. See Tariffs
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in, 275, 279, 662–666; development in 
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manufacturing and the Northeast, 234–242, 
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El (elevated trains), 491
El Alamein, 709
El Dorado, 16
El Salvador, 825; intervention in, 588
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trade and, 55–63, 119; War of 1812 and, 
209–213, 212; World War I, Allied power in, 
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27, 55–57
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559–560; basketball, 557–558; bicycling, 
558, 558, 563; football, 559, 560–562, 561;
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and, 819
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Appendix A-7 to A-8
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Expedition by Lewis and Clark, 203, 204–205
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Federal spending: Clinton and, 849; Nixon and, 
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Ferryboats, 490–491
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Field, James G., 524
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Fire-eaters, 340
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railroads and, 449

Fourth Amendment, 176, Appendix A-8
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Benjamin, in, 146, 147, 157; German 
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U.S. ships seized by, 193; Vietnam and, 727, 
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1856 and, 351
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French Revolution, 184–187, 185
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349, 348; cities in, 248, 248; disappearance 
noted Census Bureau (1890), 496, 537; 
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342, 350

Fugitive slaves, 306–307
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Gadsden Purchase, 343
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Gaines v. Canada, 771
Gallatin, Albert, 201
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Geneva Accords, 758, 788
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World War I sympathies and, 601

German immigrants, 83, 98–99, 476; German 
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airlift and, 724–725, 724; Berlin Wall 
and, 763–764; Blitzkrieg of, 693, 693, 694; 
immigrants from, 83, 98–99, 476; Luftwaffe
(air force) of, 694; nonaggression pact with 
Stalin and, 693; prisoners of war and, 704; 
reparations payments after WW I, 649; Soviet 
Union, invasion of, 709; Third Reich and, 
691; Treaty of Brest-Litovsk and, 611–612; 
U-boats (submarines) of, 605–606, 606,
610–611; Wehrmacht (armed forces) of, 692, 
693–694; Weimar Republic in, 643; World 
War I and, 601, 602, 603–612, 626; World 
War II and, 691–694, 692, 708–713. See also
Nazis
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Gerry, Elbridge, 193
Get-rich-quick schemes, 653
Gettysburg, campaign and Battle of, 385–

389, 386
Gettysburg Address, 394–395
Ghent, Treaty of, 214
Ghettos, ethnic, 480, 767, 778
Ghost Dance, 505
GI(s), 700
GI Bill (GI Bill of Rights), 722
Gibbons v. Ogden (1824), 220
Gibson, Charles Dana, 558
“Gibson Girl”, 558–559
Gibson, Josh, 773
Gilbert, Humphrey, 21, 25
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Gilman, Charlotte Perkins, 575, 607
Gingrich, Newt, 851–852, 851
Ginsberg, Allen, 750
Girdler, Tom, 685
Girls: Lowell Girls, 240–242, 242, 283-A. See also

Child labor; Children; Women
Gladstone, William, 171
Glasnost, 822
Glidden, Joseph, 520
Global economy, leading nations in (1970s), 804
Global warming, Kyoto treaty and, 861
Godfrey, Arthur, 744
God(s). See Religion; specifi c gods
Gold, 525–527; Black Friday scandal and (1869), 

411; early exploration and, 5, 13, 16, 27; 
gold standard, 427, 527; monetization of, 
525; paper money and, 427; siglo de oro,
21, 26–27; silver vs., 525–528; in Spanish 
America, 16

Gold bugs, 525, 527, 532
Gold Coast, 87, 89
Gold mining. See Gold rush; Mining
Gold rush, 511; in California, 337–338, 

337, 338, 340
Gold standard, 427, 527; Roosevelt, Franklin, 

and, 690; vs. silver, 525–528
Golden Hind (ship), 24, 25
“Golden spike”, 440
Goldman Sachs, Montana Power Company 

and, 832
Goldstein, Robert, 622
Goldwater, Barry, 785, 786, 787
Gompers, Samuel, 469–470, 469, 544, 566, 

617, 633

France (continued)
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Goo-Goos, 485, 569–571
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progressive movement and, 569–571
Good Neighbor Policy, 688–690
Good times, in 1950s, 737–752, 739
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Gorbachev, Mikhail, 822
Gore, Albert, 856, 857; Clinton’s impeachment 

and, 856; election of 2000, 856, 867
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Gosden, Freeman, 665
Gospel of success, 455
Gould, Anna, 458
Gould, Jay, 410–411, 436–437, 436; kickbacks 

from Tweed Ring to, 476; yacht of, 457
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and balances in, 174; Congress and, 174, 
Appendix A-4 to A-5; executive branch of, 
Appendix A-7 to A-8; judicial branch of, 
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Federal government; Supreme Court
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Graduation (land policy), 250
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Grains, Old and New World, 17
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lobby, 419, 419
Grandfather clause, 534
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448–449
Granger laws, 448–449
Grant, Ulysses S., 375, 384; before Richmond 

(1864–1865), 390, 390; bison hunting, veto 
on, 500; characteristics of, 384–385, 384; in 
Civil War, 385, 389–394; corruption and, 
409; election of 1868 and, 407; election of 
1872 and, 411–412; on Mexican War, 332; 
patronage and, 418; presidency of, 409–412; 
racial attitudes of, 407–409; Vicksburg 
campaign of, 385, 385

Gray Wolves, 485
Great American Desert, 320–321
Great Awakening, 106, 107, 113; Second Great 

Awakening, 288
Great Basin, in West, 497
Great Britain. See England (Great Britain)
“Great Communicator”, Reagan as, 817
Great Depression, 659–673, 660 ; causes of, 649, 

659; Hoover blamed for, 663; Hoover’s 
program for, 664–666; life during, 662–666; 
popular responses to, 667–671; statistics 
on, 659–661; stock market crash and, 657; 
unemployed people in, 659–660, 660, 661

“Great Migration” (1630–1640), 42, 43
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Great Plains: aridity of, 516, 516; barbed wire 

and, 519–520; farming in, 515–520; Indian 
culture in, 498–499; sod houses and, 517–
518, 517. See also Plains Indians

Great Society, of LBJ, 778, 780, 783, 787–788, 793
Great White Fleet, 585
Greece: Communist guerillas in, 723; Truman 

and, 723
Greed: in academia, 846; Age of Greed (1908–?), 

844–846; CEO compensation and severance 
packages, 844–846; in corporations and 
businesses, 832, 844–846; in health insurance/
health care companies, 850; in public utilities 
companies, 576–577, 590, 592, 845

Greeley, Horace, 361, 392, 411, 412

Green, Hetty, 436
Green Berets, 762
Green Mountain Boys, 138
Greenback Labor party, 427
Greenbacks, 395–396, 426, 426; defl ation and 

retirement of, 427
Greene, Nathaniel, 147, 218
Greenhow, Rose O’Neal, 367
Greenville, Treaty of, 189, 191
Greenwich Village, in New York, 750
Grenada, U.S. intervention in, 820
Grenville, George, 117–118, 118, 119
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Grocery stores, 652, 652
Grotius, Hugo, 55, 95
Gruening, Ernest, 790
Guadalcanal, 716
Guadalupe-Hidalgo, Treaty of, 332, 334
Guadeloupe. See Martinique and Guadaloupe
Guam, 582, 584; World War II and, 706
Guantanamo Bay: naval base at, 585; terrorism 

suspects held at, 858
Guatemala, coup d’état in, 757–758
Guerrero, Gonzalo, 13
Guiteau, Charles, 424
Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, 790, 803
Gulf War (1991), 825–827, 825, 826
Gullah, 408
Gunboat diplomacy, 589
Guns. See Firearms
Gunsmoke (TV show), 742
Gunter’s chain, 166, 167
Gutiérrez, Pablo, 337
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373–374, 400
Haig, Douglas, 604
Haight-Ashbury, 794–795, 795
Haiti, 202–203; Aristide in, 853; Clinton, Bill, 

and, 853; U.S. occupation of (1915–1934), 
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Hakluyt, Richard, 21, 27; map of, 28
Haldeman, H. R., 800, 801
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Half-Breeds, 420, 422, 424
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Halleck, Henry, 375
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and, 170; assumption and, 182; broad 
constructionism of, 183; Burr duel with, 
205; capital location and, 182–183; at 
Constitutional Convention, 173–174, 173;
death of, 205; election of 1800 and, 197, 198; 
as federalist, 176, 191; tariff of, 180, 184; as 
treasury secretary, 180–184, 181; whiskey 
tax of, 191
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Hamlin, Hannibal, 358
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Hancock, John: house of, 105; signature on 
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smuggling by, 118

Hancock, Winfield Scott, election of  1880 
and, 423

Hanna, Mark Alonzo, 470, 530–534, 538–539
Hard-money men, 274
Harding, Warren G., 628–629, 628, 642–644; 

death of, 646; decency and personal 
characteristics of, 642–643, 647–648; 
election of 1920 and, 627–628, 628;

presidency of, 642–644; scandals under, 
642–643; as worst president, 642–644

Hare Krishnas, 840–841, 840
Hargreaves, James, 236
Harkin, Thomas, 828
Harlan, John Marshall, 412, 536
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Harmer, Josiah, 190
Harper, William Rainey, 560
Harpers Ferry, Brown’s raid on, 354–356, 354
Harper’s (magazine), 551, 556
Harriman, Edward H., 450; Northern Securities 

Company and, 576
Harrington, Michael, 785
Harriot, Thomas, 32
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Harrison, Benjamin, 437; election of 1888 

and, 426; election of 1892 and, 524; gold 
standard and, 527

Harrison, William Henry, 191, 279–281; death 
of, 281; election of 1840 and, 279–281, 281;
pensions and, 420; at Tippecanoe, 212–213; 
“Tippecanoe and Tyler Too” slogan and, 
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Hart, Gary, 819–820, 823
Hartford Convention, 210
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Harvey, William, 106
Hawai’i, 537; as a republic, 542; annexation of, 

542; Japanese immigrant population in, 707; 
missionaries in, 293; sugar industry in, 542. 
See also Pearl Harbor

Hay-Herran Treaty, 586
Hay, John, 540, 585
Hayden, Tom, 794
Hayes, Rutherford B.: election of 1876 and, 

412–413, 420; monetary policy of, 427; 
presidency of, 420–422

Haymarket Square incident, 453, 469
Hayne, Robert, Webster-Hayne debate, 276, 279
Hays, Molly, 152
Hays, Will, 640–641
Hays Code, 641
Haywood, William D., 633
Hazard of New Fortunes, A (Howells), 479–480
Headright system, 32, 48
Health care reform, 850–851; Clintons and, 

850–851; denounced as “socialistic”, 850; 
opposed by the AMA, 850

Health resorts, 556, 557
Hearst, William Randolph, 538, 540; anti-

Japanese hysteria and (WW II), 707; “You 
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statement by, 538

Heaven’s Gate cult, 845
Hellman, Lillian, 666
Hello, as telephone answer, 433
Henry, Patrick, 77, 132; as anti-federalist, 176; 

biography of, 218; “Caesar and Brutus” 
speech of, 122, 132; family size of, 98; 
“Give me liberty” speech of, 132; proposal 
for Indian-white marriages, 162; on 
proposed Constitutional change, 170; on 
Stamp Act, 122

Henry Street Settlement, 483
Henry the Navigator (Portugal), 10
Henry VII, king of England, 20, 55
Henry VIII, king of England, 22; annulment and 

marriages of, 22; reformation and, 22–24; 
religious practices of, 22
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Hessian troops, 143, 152
Heureaux, Ulises, 587
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Hiawatha, 75–76
Hickok, James Butler (“Wild Bill”), 509, 510
Hicks, Granville, 666
Higginson, Thomas Wentworth, 557
Higher education. See Universities and colleges
Highways. See Roads and highways
Hill, James J., 438, 520; Northern Securities 

Company and, 576
Hillbillies, 354; accent of, 100
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Hindenburg, Paul von, 689
Hindman, T. C., 372
Hippies, 792, 794–795, 795, 808
Hirohito, emperor of Japan, 718
Hiroshima, Japan, 706, 716–718
Hiroshima (Hersey), 716
Hispanic settlements, 35
Hispaniola, 7, 12, 16, 54-A. See also Dominican 

Republic; Haiti
Hiss, Alger, 733
Hitler, Adolf, 688, 689; Czechoslovakia and, 

691–692; death (suicide) of, 712–713; Mein 
Kampf of, 693; nonaggression pact with 
Stalin and, 693. See also World War II

HIV, AIDS and, 808
Hmong immigrants, 804
Ho Chi Minh, 758, 788, 789
Hoar, George F., 415–416, 544
Hobby, Oveta Culp, 737
Hodges, Jennie, 367
Holidays: Fourth of July, 139, 217–218, 218;

Labor Day, 469; for workers, 463, 554–555
Holland, Pilgrims in, 39–40
Hollywood: Communist scare and, 732. See also

Movies and movie business
Holmes, Oliver Wendell, Jr., 621; on “clear and 

present danger”, 621; on FDR, 676
Holocaust, 720–721, 721
Homeless, in Great Depression, 661
Homestead Act (1862), 396, 515
Homestead Steel Works, strike at, 466
Homesteads, 396, 515; adjoining, use in 

farming, 516–517; Homestead Act and, 
396, 515; women as homesteaders, 517, 
520–521

Homosexuality, 808; among Catholic priests, 
837; “gay liberation movement”, 839; in 
military (“don’t ask, don’t tell” policy), 
850; Moral Majority and, 839

Honduras, U.S. Marines sent to, 589
Hong Kong, 835
Hooker, Joseph (“Fighting Joe”), 382–383, 386
Hooker, Thomas, 47
Hookers (term use), 383
Hoover, Herbert, 615–617, 662; as “boy 

wonder” and “Miracle Man”, 615–617; 
election of 1928 and, 650; election of 
1932 and, 671, 672; as food administrator, 
615–617, 643; Great Depression and, 
662, 663–666; “hooverizing” and, 615; 
“Hoovervilles”, 663, 663; on humor, need 
for, 659; “No one is starving” statement of, 
662; personal characteristics of, 665–666, 
672; “prosperity just around the corner” 
statement of, 659, 666; as Secretary 
of Commerce, 642, 643; World War II 
opposition of, 695
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Investigation (FBI)

Hoover Dam, 664, 664
Hoovervilles, 663, 663
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Hopkins, Harry, 677–679
Hopkinson, Francis, 156
Hopper, Isaac, 163–164
Hore, Richard, 21
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Horse races, 559, 563
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automobile industry
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Indians and, 499
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House of Burgesses, 34, 60, 84
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House of Lords (England), 116–117, 116
House of Representatives (U.S.), 174; composition 

of, Appendix A-4; gag rule in, 308; Gingrich in, 
851–852, 851. See also Impeachment

House Un-American Activities Committee 
(HUAC), 794
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Housing Act (1968), 778; in Great 
Depression, 633, 633; in Hoovervilles, 663, 
663; Levittowns, 744, 745; log cabins, 186; 
mortgage foreclosures and (2008), 863; 
mortgages, fi nancial deregulation and, 
819; sod houses, 517–518, 517; suburban
bedroom communities and, 744, 745. See
also Cities; Suburbia

Houston, Charles H., 770–771, 770
Houston, Sam, 322, 323
How the Other Half Lives (Riis), 486
Howard, O. O., 404, 503
Howe, Julia Ward, 379, 388, 397
Howe, Samuel Gridley, 292
Howe, William, 139–140, 147, 151; Loring, 

Elizabeth and, 147
Howells, William Dean, 479–480, 544
Howland, John and Eliza, 39
Hua Guofeng, 805
Huckabee, Mike, 862
Hudson, Henry, 27
Hudson’s Bay Company, 326, 327
Huerta, Victoriano, 598
Hughes, Charles Evans, 571, 607, 643
Hughes, John J., 345
Huguenots, 35, 92
Huitzilopochtli, 6
Hula hoop, 740
Hull, Cordell, 688–690, 696
Hull House, 483
Human rights, in Declaration of 

Independence, 141
Human sacrifi ce, Aztecs and, 5
Humphrey, George, 755
Humphrey, Hubert H.: civil rights and, 770, 

778; Democratic platform in 1948 and, 726; 
election of 1964 and, 785; election of 1968 
and, 795–797, 796

Hundred Days, FDR and, 677–680
“Hundred Hours’ War.” See Gulf War
Hungarians, anti-Communist revolts 

encouraged, 758
“Huns”, Germans as, 608–610, 610, 622
Huron Indians, 79, 79, 93
Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans and, 860, 861

Hussein, Saddam: Kuwait invasion and Gulf War 
and, 825, 826–827, 826; weapons of mass 
destruction and, 859

Hutchins, Thomas, 167
Hutchinson, Anne, 46–47, 47
Hutchinson, Thomas, 133
Hutton, Barbara, 681
Hyde, Edward, Lord Cornbury, 104
Hydrogen bomb, 725

I
I-beam girder, 492
I Love Lucy (TV show), 742
IBM (International Business Machines 

Corporation), 431; computers of, 843; IBM 
card, 843

Ickes, Harold, 851
Illegitimate births, 103
Imago Mundi (d’Ailly), 11
Immigrants and immigration, 463–465, 470–477, 

831–837; from 1815–1914, 470–477, 
471; from 1865–1900, 462, 463–465; from 
1960–2008, 831–834, 831; aid institutions 
for, 482–483; Asian immigrants, 835–836; 
assimilation of, 481–482; Atlantic crossing 
and, 474–475; Chinese, 340, 439, 440,
472–476; cities/urban life and, 479–483; 
education and, 482–483; Ellis Island and, 
470, 474; European (1815–1914), 470–477, 
471; Foran Contract Labor Law and, 475; 
German, 83, 98–99, 476; immigration 
reform, 835; increase in, 470; Irish, 100, 325, 
334, 472; Mexican immigrants, 836–837; 
naturalization of (U.S. citizenship), 834,
835–836; neighborhoods and “ghettos” of, 
480, 481; “new immigrants”, 470, 471; “old 
immigrants”, 471, 472–477; Polish, 470, 
479; promotion of immigration, 471–472; 
restrictions and quotas for (1921), 634; 
Russian Jews, 470, 477; Scandinavian, 
476; Scotch-Irish, 100, 130; Sephardic 
and German Jews, 476–477; settlement 
houses and, 483; societal changes and, 
834–837; stereotypes and, 835; stresses of, 
344–345; from Vietnam, 835–836; westward 
expansion (1844–1856), 334–346, 335

Immigration and Naturalization Service 
(INS), 834

Immigration Restriction Act (1921, 1924), 634
Immigration Restriction League
Impeachment, 406; of Clinton, Bill, 406, 856; of 

Johnson, Andrew, 406–407; Nixon and, 406, 
799, 806, 809

Imperialism, 584–589; American “empire” and, 
536–545, 582–589; distaste for, 537–538, 
584; Hay, John and, 585; McKinley and, 585; 
Philippine annexation and, 544, 592–593; 
U.S. colonies (overseas) and, 582–584, 588;
yanqui imperialismo, 585–586. See also
Empires

Import duties. See Tariffs
Impressment, 187, 208–209, 208
Inalienable rights, 141
Incas, conquest of, 15–16
Inchon, 729
Income: average annual (1950s), 739; 

discretionary, 739
Income tax: graduated, 524, 569; Taft and, 591; 

Wilson and, 594. See also Taxes and taxation
Indentured servitude, 81–83; numbers and cost 

of immigrants, 98–99; seven years of, 81; 
three year term (in Canada), 92
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Independence: Declaration of, 126, 139–141, 
140; fi rst battles for, 127; First Continental 
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leading to, 126–142, 127; War for. See
War for Independence. See also Colonial 
incidents and protests

Independence Day (July 2, 1776), 139. See also
Fourth of July

India, East India Company and, 29, 30
Indian Reorganization Act (1934), 686
Indian wars: French and Indian War, 92, 108; in 

Northwest Territory, 189–191, 189; in West, 
500–505, 503

Indians, 71–80, 497–505; Apaches, 498; bow and 
arrow of, 72; Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) 
and, 686; Cherokee, 264–267, 264; Christianity 
and, 77–78; “civilized tribes”, 268; colonial 
interactions with, 76–80; colonial women 
captured by, 76; costumes used in Boston Tea 
Party, 133; culture in transition, 76–80, 77;
Dawes Act and, 504, 686; diseases and, 71, 76, 
79 ; in early colonial history, 11, 71–80, 72;
of eastern woodlands, 71–76, 74; as farmers, 
72–73; Five Nations and, 72, 75–76; as French 
friends/allies, 93–94, 95, 108; fur trade and, 
78–79; gauntlet, running the, 75; Hiawatha 
and, 75–76; horses and, 17; as hunters, 72; 
Huron warrior, 79; Iroquois Confederacy and, 
72, 75–76; Iroquois longhouse, 75; Jackson, 
Andrew, and, 263; King Philip’s War and, 
79–80; land purchases and misunderstandings 
about, 78; languages of, 74; marriages, 
interracial, and, 76–77, 93, 162; names of and 
used by, 73, 74, 92; naming of (by explorers), 
7; New Deal and, 686; Northwest Territory, 
wars in, 189–191, 189; Plains Indians, 
497–505; population decline of, 16; portrayal 
of, 17,  54-A; “praying” Indians, 77, 79, 80; 
racial concepts and, 76–77, 80; removal of 
Southeastern tribes and, 263–267, 265, 266;
reservations for, 503, 505; Sacajawea, 205; as 
“les sauvages”, 92; scalping by, 78; scalps of, 
bounty for, 96; scurvy among, 73; Secotan 
village and, 73; segregation and, 76–77; 
seminomadic lifestyle of, 73; separate sphere 
for, 76–77; settlers and (in West), 499–500; 
“starving times” of, 73; Tecumseh and, 211–
213, 211; Tenskwatawa (“The Prophet”) and, 
211–213; tobacco use by, 32; Trail of Tears and, 
266–267, 266; treaties with, broken, 504; in 
War for Independence, 145, 146, 150, 151; in 
War of 1812, 210–213, 212; as warriors, 74–75; 
wars and massacres and (in West), 500–505, 
503; in West, 497–505; women among, 
empowerment and status of, 76; women 
captured by, fate of, 76. See also Indian wars

Indigo, 62, 101
Individual rights, 176
Indochina, 727, 758, 788; domino theory and, 

790. See also Vietnam; Vietnam War
Industrial Revolution, 234–237; in Northeast, 

237–242; technological piracy and, 237
Industrial Workers of the World (IWW, 

Wobblies), 621, 632
Industrialization: after Civil War, 429–430; 

agricultural base of, 430, 430; cotton and, 
242–244; factories and, 461–462

Industry, 429–446, 430; in 1890s, 536–537; 
agricultural base of, 430, 430; annual 
production after Civil War, 429–430; codes 
for (NRA), 679–680; decline in (later 20th 
century), 831–832; factories, 461–462; 

free market economy and, 442–445; horizontal 
integration and, 444–445; immigrants 
and, 461–465, 471–477; labor organizing 
and protests and, 465–470, 467; labor pool 
for (workers), 430–431, 461–478; labor 
unions and, 466–470; oil industry, 444–445; 
organizers and, 442–445; organizing efforts 
and protests and, 465–470, 467; steel 
industry, 442–443; vertical integration and, 
442–443; violence and, 466–467, 467; World 
War I and, 617, 619; World War II and, 700–
702. See also Corporations; Labor; Trusts; 
Workers; and specifi c industries

Infant mortality, between 1890–1910, 486
Infanticide, 102–103
Infantry, in Civil War, 366, 372
Infl ation: Carter and, 812; Ford, Gerald, and, 

810–811; Nixon and, 810; stagfl ation and, 
811; Whip Infl ation Now! (WIN!), 810–811

Infl uence of Sea Power upon History, The
(Mahan), 537

Infl uenza, 18, 487; World War I and (“Spanish 
fl u”), 622–623

Inheritance, laws concerning, 101
Initiative, 524
Insane asylums, reform of, 293
Insurance, national social, 592
Inter Caetera, 13
Interchangeable parts, 239
Interest rates, Federal Reserve System and, 595
Interior Department, national forests, 580
Internet, 843; bubble (stock market), 843–844
Internment camps (WW II), 707–708
Interracial marriages, 769, 837; of Indians and 

whites, 76–77, 93
Interstate Commerce Act (1887), 449–450, 451
Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC), 

449–450, 680; Hepburn Act and, 578; Mann 
Act and, 573

Interstate Highway Act (1956), 747
Interstate highway system, 747, 747
Intolerable Acts, 133–134
Inventors and inventions, 238–239, 431–435; 

cotton gin, 242–244, 243; inventions not 
valued at fi rst, 431. See also specifi c inventors 
and inventions

Iran, 814–816; Ayatollah Khomeini and, 814–
816, 820; hostage crisis in, 815–816, 815;
shah of, 756, 814, 815; U.S. intervention in 
(1948), 756–757

Iran-Contra affair, 820–821
Iraq: Gulf War and (1991), 825–827, 825, 826;

Hussein, Saddam, and, 825, 826–827, 859; 
“Republican Guard” in, 826, 826; Shi’ites 
and Sunnis in, 859

Iraq War, 859, 861; “Coalition of the willing” in, 
859; start of (2003), 859; weapons of mass 
destruction and, 859

Irish Americans, 472; anti-draft riot (1863), 
387; Catholicism of, 482–483; Catholicism 
of, anti-Catholic sentiments, 345, 350, 472; 
immigration of, 100, 325, 334, 472; Know-
Nothings and, 345, 350; in Mexican War, 
325; Molly Maguires and, 466; NINA (No 
Irish Need Apply) and, 472; as Patricios 
(in Mexico), 325; political machines and, 
484–485; Scotch-Irish, 100, 130; World War 
I sympathies of, 601

Irish immigrants, 100, 325, 334, 472
Iron: mills, 461; ore, 431, 442–443; steel industry 

and, 442–443
“Iron curtain”, 723

Iroquois Confederacy, 72, 75–76; in War for 
Independence, 146

Iroquois Indians. See Iroquois Confederacy
Iroquois longhouse, 75
Irreconcilables, in Congress, 627
Irrigation, 516–517, 519
Irving, Washington, 209, 219
Isabella, queen of Castille, 7, 11, 12
Islam: Black Muslims, 779–780; Nation of Islam, 

638, 779; Shi’ites and Sunnis, 859. See also
Muslims

Isolationism: in 1930s, 690–691; in 1990s, 854
Israel: Camp David Accords and, 811, 812; 
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587–589; Morgan, J. P. and, 566, 576, 577; 
Muir, John, and, 579, 579; national forests 
and parks and, 580; nature and conservation 
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Rush-Bagot Agreement, 230
Rusk, Dean, 764
Russell, Lillian, 549
Russia: in 2003 (map with neighboring 

countries), 824; Alaska purchased from, 
407; Bolshevik Revolution in (1917), 611; 
immigrants from, 470, 477; Oregon Country 
and, 230; “Red Scares” in U.S. and, 632, 633, 
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court battle for desegregation, 770–774; 
direct action and protests against, 774–777; 
of Indians, 76–77; Jim Crow laws and, 536, 
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Siglo de oro, 21, 26–27
Sign language, 292
Sihanouk, prince of Cambodia, 803
Silent generation, 794
“Silk Road”, 8, 9
Silver, 525–528; Bland-Allison Act and, 

527; Coinage Act (1837) and, 525, 527; 
demonetization of, 527; mining of, 511; 
Sherman Silver Purchase Act and, 527–528; 
silver rushes and, 511; vs. gold standard, 
525–528

Silver rushes, in West, 511
Silver Shirts, 708
Simmons, William, 636
Simpson, Jerry, 532
Sims, William S., 610
Sinclair, Upton, 579, 684
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rebellions and, 103, 304–306; religion and, 
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11–13, 15–16; Florida and, 16, 35, 94–95, 
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1819 and, 249; in stock market, 656–657
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Spinning machines, 236–237, 236
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Spock, Benjamin, Vietnam War stance of, 794
Spoils system, 263
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de-Stalinization of Soviet Union, 758–759; 
Khrushchev and, 758; nonaggression pact 
with Hitler and, 693; at Postdam, 723; 
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722, 724; World War II and, 695, 710; Yalta 
Conference and, 713, 713, 722

Stalingrad, 709, 712
Stalwarts, 420
Stamp Act Congress, 121, 121–122, 123
Stamp Act of 1765, 113, 119–121, 121; repeal of, 

123–124, 123, 157
Stamps, 120
Standard Oil Company, 445, 449, 461, 537; 

breakup of, 592; Tarbell’s exposé of, 570
Standish, Miles, 41
Stanford, Leland, 457, 461
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Stanton, Edwin, 406
Stanton, Elizabeth Cady, 296, 574–575
“Star-Spangled Banner, The” (Key), 211, 218
“Star Wars” missile defense system, 820–821
Starr, Kenneth, 855
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Articles of Confederation, 160, 161,
164–168; authority of, vs. Congress, 164, 
174; constitutions of, 160–164; federal 
relationship of, 174; taxation powers of, 220

States’ rights, 194, 202, 263; nullifi cation and, 
267; slavery and, 334–335; taxation and, 
220; Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions 
and, 194, 202

Statistical American, 827
Steamboats, 228–229, 229
Steel and steel industry, 442–443; decline in 

(later 20th century), 831; exports and, 
537; strikes in, 466, 632; unions and, 466; 
workday length and, 643; World War II 
and, 696

Steffens, Lincoln, 566, 567, 569, 570, 653, 666
Stephens, Alexander H., 392
Stephens, Uriah P., 468
Stephenson, David, 637
Stereotypes: of immigrants, 835; in minstrel 

shows, 310–311
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Stevens, Thaddeus, 403–404, 403, 407
Stevenson, Adlai E., 734–735, 761
Stilwell, Joseph (“Vinegar Joe”), 728
Stimson, Henry L., 688, 690, 694, 716
Stimson Doctrine, 690
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656; crash of (1929), 656–657, 659; fi nancial 
fraud in (1980s), 819; Internet bubble and, 
843–844; junk bonds and, 819; margin 
buying in, 656, 657; speculation in, 656–657
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Stone Age nomads, 1–2
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Stormer, John A., 786
Stowe, Harriet Beecher, 299
Strategic Arms Limitation Talks and treaties. See

SALT treaties
Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI, “Star Wars”), 

821–822
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Strenuous Life, The (Roosevelt), 581-A
Strict construction (of Constitution), 183–184
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632–633; coal miners, 466; Haymarket 
Square incident, 453, 469; Homestead Steel, 
466; no-strike policy during World War I, 
617; Pullman Boycott, 466–467, 467, 528; 

railroad, 466–467, 467, 468–469; sit-down, 
685, 686
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Student movement, 794
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 

(SNCC), 776, 780
Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), 784
Stuyvesant, Peter, 48
Submarines: in World War I (U-boats), 605–606, 

606, 610–611; in World War II, 695
Subsidies, agricultural, 680–681, 754, 860
Suburbia, 743–749; alcohol use in, 746; bedroom 

communities and, 744, 745; critics of, 746; 
Levittown, 744, 745; lifestyle in, 745–746, 
745; white fl ight and, 744

Success, Gospel of, 455, 552
Sudetenland, 691–692
Suez Canal, seizure of, 758
Suffolk Resolves, 135
Suffrage: Fifteenth Amendment and, 407, 534, 

Appendix A-10; women’s movement for, 
567, 574–575, 574, 575619. See also Voting

Sugar, 57, 202–203; American Sugar Company 
(monopoly), 451; economics of, 113; 
Hawai’i and, 542; slave labor and, 313, 313;
“sugar islands”, 112–113, 202–203

Sugar Act of 1764, 113, 118, 119
Suicide terrorists, 857, 858, 859
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Sullivan, Timothy (“Big Tim”), 485, 486
Summerless year (1816), 229
Sumner, Charles, 342, 403, 411–412; clubbing of, 

349–350, 349
Sumner, William Graham, 455
Sumter, Fort, 361–362, 361
Sun belt, 831, 832
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forbidden on, 43
Supermarkets, 652, 652
Supplies Priorities and Allocation Board, 700
Supply-side economic theories, 818
Supreme Court (U.S.), 174; on “clear and present 

danger”, 621; Constitution, interpretation of, 
772; on criminals, rights of, 802; Dred Scott
case and, 353, 353; judicial activism and, 
802; judicial review powers of, 201–202; 
justices and chief justices of, Appendix 
A-18 to A-20; Marshall, John, nationalism in 
decisions of, 219–220; New Deal and, 680; as 
“nine old men”, 680; plaintiff, need for, 772; 
Reagan’s appointments to, 817–818, 817;
on religion, free exercise of, 839; Roosevelt, 
Franklin, court-packing scheme and, 680; 
Warren Court (1953–1969), 801–802

Surplus, under Clinton, 860
Surveys and survey techniques, 166–168; 
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168, 168

Suspension bridge, 491, 493–494
Sussex (ship), 606
Sussex Pledge (1916), 606, 607
Sutter, John Augustus, 337–338
Sutter’s Fort, gold discovery at, 337–338
Swaggart, Jimmy, 839
Swamplands Act (1850), 514–515
Sweatshops, 463–464
Sweatt v. Painter, 772–773
Sweden, New Sweden and, 36, 48
Sweet potato, 17
Swift Boat Veterans, 859

Soviet Union (continued)
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Swine fl u. See Infl uenza
Swing states, 417, 421
Sylvis, William, 468
Syphilis, 18, 620
Syria, Yom Kippur War and, 806

T
Tabloids, 654
Taft-Hartley Act (1947), 725
Taft, Robert A., 695, 700, 725
Taft, William Howard, 559, 583, 589–593; 

blunders of, 591–592; Cannon and, 
591–592; challengers of, 592–593; dollar 
diplomacy and, 597; election of 1908 and, 
589; election of 1912 and, 592; as governor 
of Philippines, 583, 583; Pinchot and, 592, 
592; presidency of, 583, 589–593; Roosevelt, 
Theodore, and, 589–590, 592–594; tariffs 
and, 590–591; trust-busting and, 590

Taiwan, 805
Taliban, 858
Talleyrand, Charles Maurice de, 193, 203
Tallmadge, James, 231, 232
Tallmadge Amendment, 232
Tammany Hall, 418, 483–486; boss Tweed/Tweed 

Ring and, 474–476; district leader’s day in, 
492–493

Taney, Roger B., Dred Scott case and, 353, 353
Tanks, in World War I, 604–605
Tanner, James (“Corporal”), 420
Tappan, Arthus and Lewis, 298
Tarawa, 706, 714
Tarbell, Ida M., 569, 570
Tariffs, 253, 426, 590–591, 662; of Abominations, 

267; Clay’s, 221; Dingley, 590; Fordney-
McCumber, 649; Hamilton’s, 180, 184; 
Jackson’s, 267; McKinley, 426; Morrill, 395; 
Payne-Aldrich, 591, 594; Underwood-
Simmons, 594; Wilson-Gorman, 426; Wilson, 
Woodrow, and, 594. See also Taxes and 
taxation

Taxes and taxation: Bush, George H. W., and, 
827, 848; Bush, George W., and, 860; in 
colonies, 118; consent required for, 104, 
118–120, 122–123; cutting for wealthy 
(“supply-side economics”), 818; during 
Civil War, 395–396; in England, 117–118; 
Hamilton’s, 180, 184, 191; income tax, 524, 
569, 591, 594; Mellon’s policies of, 648–649, 
662; Molasses Act and, 103–104, 118, 119; 
“no taxation without representation”, 
119–120, 122–123; Reagan and, 818, 848; 
refunds of taxes, 860; Single Tax, 452; Stamp 
Act and, 119–121, 121; Stamp Act repeal, 
123–124, 123; state power and, 220; Sugar 
Act and, 113, 118, 119; tea, tax on, 124–125, 
124; Townshend Duties and, 124–125, 124.
See also Tariffs

Taylor, Frederick W., 568–569
Taylor, Marshall, 563
Taylor, Zachary, 337–341; death of, 341; election 

of 1844 and, 336–337; in Mexican War, 325, 
331–332, 331; as “Old Rough and Ready”, 
331, 341; Omnibus Bill and, 341; opinions 
on, 337; presidency of, 337–341

Tea: tax on (Townshend Duties), 124–125, 124;
Tea Act (1773), 133; Tea Parties, 133, 134

Teach, Edward (“Blackbeard”), 99
Teapot Dome scandal, 646
Technology, 429–446, 430; computers and, 431, 

843–844; cotton gin and, 242–244, 243;
dot-com companies and, 843–844; 

electricity and, 434–435; inventions and, 
238–239, 431–435; piracy of, 237; radio and, 
431, 643. See also specifi c inventions

Tecumseh (Indian chief), 211–213, 211
Teddy bear, and “Teddy” (Roosevelt), 549
Teenagers. See Adolescents
Teetotalers, 293
Teheran: hostage crisis in (1980s), 815–816, 815;

World War II meeting at, 713
Telegraph, 431–432; trans-Atlantic, 433
Telephone, 431–432, 432
Television, 739–742; 1950s shows on, 739–742; 

advertising (“sponsors”) and, 741; elections 
and, 761, 861; family shows on (1950s), 
743–744, 743; FCC and, 680; impact on 
other entertainment sectors, 742–743; 
reading habits and, 743; TV dinner and, 743. 
See also specifi c programs

Teller, Henry M., 531, 543, 544
Teller Amendment, 582
Temperance movement, 295, 295, 574; Carry 

Nation and, 574; temperence pledge (“The 
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Temple, Shirley, 670
Temple University, 457, 552
Ten Days That Shook the World (Reed), 633
Tenant farming, 521–522, 522
Tenements, 486, 487
Tenet, George, 859
Tennessee: Civil War and, 374, 375, 380, 389; 

Scopes trial in, 641–642, 641
Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), 681–682
Tenochtitlán, 5, 6, 15
Tenskwatawa (“The Prophet”), 211–213
Tenth Amendment, 176, Appendix A-9
Tenure of Offi ce Act (1867), 406
Teotihuacan, 4
Terrorism: Bush’s war on, 858–859; September 

11, 2001, attacks (“9/11”), 857–858, 858;
suicide terrorists, 857, 858, 859

Tesla, Nikola, 431, 434–435
Tet Offensive, 791
Texas, 321–324; Alamo, battle at, 322, 323;

annexation debate on, 328–329; border 
disputes with New Mexico, 321–324, 321,
341; Catholicism in, 321, 321; compensation 
bill, 339, 341, 342; Kennedy assassination 
in Dallas, 764, 765; Lone Star Republic of, 
323–324; as Mexican territory, 321–322, 321;
Mexican War (1846–1847) and, 330–332, 
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Jacinto, battle at, 322–323; slavery in, 322, 
324; statehood of, 329; Texians (U.S. settlers 
in), 321–322
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239–242, 242; immigrant labor and, 471, 
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Thatcher, Margaret, 822
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Third Amendment, 176, Appendix A-8
Third parties. See Political parties; specifi c parties
Third Reich, 691
Third World, “competition” for countries in, 804
Thirteenth Amendment, 397, Appendix A-9
Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648), 95
Thomas, George H. (“Rock of 
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Thomas, Norman, 666–667, 695, 807
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Thoreau, Henry David, 332
Thou, thy, and thee, 51
Three-fi fths compromise, 175, 197, 217
369th Infantry, in World War I, 616
Three Mile Island nuclear plant, 812
Thurmond, Strom, 726, 727, 727
Ticonderoga, Fort, 138, 147, 151; artillery from, 

147, 148
Tidewater region, 59–60, 60; Piedmont confl ict 

and, 60
Tilden, Samuel J., 412–413, 415
Tillman, Benjamin R. (“Pitchfork Ben”), 

534, 569
Timber industry, 57, 57, 431; Bush, George W., 

and, 860–861; national forest designation 
and, 580; in West (1870s), 509

Time zones, 437
Tin Lizzie, 637
Tinian Island, 706
Tippecanoe, 211–213, 211
“Tippecanoe and Tyler Too”, 279–280, 280
Tito, Josef Broz, 728
Tobacco, 18, 34, 40; anti-smoking ordinances 
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58–59, 61, 242; as God, 58; Indian use 
of, 32; Jamestown settlement and, 31,
32; Reynolds-Nabisco merger and, 819; 
servants/indentured servitude and, 81, 
84–85; slave labor and, 313, 313; tobacco 
factor and, 59, 60
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Toll roads, 221, 747
Tomatoes, 17, 18
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Tonkin Gulf Resolution, 790; repeal of, 803
Topeka and Santa Fe railroad, 438, 440, 441, 515
Tordesillas, Treaty of, 13
Tories, 116. See also Loyalists
Torpedoes. See Submarines
Torture, of terrorism suspects, 858–859
TouchAmerica, 832
Townsend, Francis E., 683, 684
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Charley”), 124
Townshend Duties, 113, 124–125, 124
Trade, 55–63, 56; competition of  colonies 

with England, 64; Embargo Act (1807) 
and, 209; with England, 55–58, 64–66; 
in furs and hides, 57, 78–79, 324; Jay’s 
Treaty and, 187–188, 188; mercantilism 
and, 55–57; Navigation Acts and, 55, 58; 
Rule of  1756 and, 187; Sugar Act and, 
113, 118, 119; trading companies, 29–30; 
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119; Yankee traders, 64–65. See also
Slave trade

Trade routes, 8, 64–65, 65; before the 1500s, 
7–10, 8; triangular, 65; of Yankee traders, 
64–65. See also Slave trade

Trail of Tears, 266–267, 266
Trains. See Railroads
Tramps, in Great Depression, 661
Trans-Appalachian frontier, 244–248
Transcontinental railroads, 343–344, 437–441, 

438; bison destruction and, 499, 500; 
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343–344; “golden spike” joining, 440; 
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crises and, 809–810, 812; Erie Canal and, 
222, 223–226; ferryboats and, 490–491; 
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rivers and, 227–229; roads and, 221–223, 
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Travis, William, 322
Treasury, Hamilton, Alexander and, 

180–184, 181
Treaties. See specifi c treaties by place name
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Treaty of Ghent, 214
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Trench warfare, in World War I, 608–609, 609
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of, 725; “Dewey Defeats Truman” headline 
(1948), 726; domestic politics of, 725–727; 
election of 1946 and, 725; election of 1948 
and, 726–727, 726, 727; “Fair Deal” of, 
725; foreign policies of, 723–725, 727–731; 
Korean War and, 729–731; labor unions 
and, 725; loyalty oaths and, 732; MacArthur 
fi ring and, 731; Marshall Plan and, 723–724; 
New Deal and, 737; personal characteristics 
of, 722–723; at Potsdam, 723; Senate War 
Investigating Committee and, 700; Taft-
Hartley Act and, 725; Truman Doctrine 
of, 723
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Truman Doctrine, 723
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Taft and, 590; Wilson and, 594

Tsongas, Paul, 828
Tubman, Harriet, 316–317, 317, 367
Tudor, Mary (“Bloody Mary”), 21, 24
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and, 723
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Tuskegee Airmen, 701
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Tweed, William Marcy (“Boss Tweed”), 474–476
“Tweed Ring”, 409, 474–476
Twelfth Amendment, 192, 198, 254, 
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tensions during, 631–645, 632. See also
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Twenty-First Amendment, Appendix A-10
Twenty-Second Amendment, 209, 761, 

Appendix A-10
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“Two bits”, use of term, 182
Tydings, Millard, 733
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election of 1840 and, 280; election of 1844 
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compromise attempts and, 359; Texas 
annexation and, 328–329; “Tippecanoe and 
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U-2 spy plane incident, 760
U-boats, in World War I, 605–606, 606
UFO cult, 845
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Underground railway, 306–307, 316–317, 

317, 350
Underwood-Simmons Tariff, 594
Unemployment: in 2008, 863; in Great 

Depression, 659–660, 660, 661; New Deal 
and, 678–679, 686
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Uniforms, military, 95
Union: collapse of, 347–363, 348; vs. “United 

States”, 394. See also Civil War (U.S.)
Union Cigar Company, 656
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Mobilier scandal and, 440; criticism of, 449;
land grants for, 437–438
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