1f. Politics of the Gilded Age

Impeachment trial ticket

The Gilded Age will be remembered for the
accomplishments of thousands of American thinkers,
inventors, entrepreneurs, writers, and promoters of
social justice. Few politicians had an impact on the
tremendous change transforming America. The
Presidency was at an all-time low in power and
influence, and the Congress was rife with corruption.
State and city leaders shared in the graft, and the public
was kept largely unaware. Much like in the colonial
days, Americans were not taking their orders from the
top; rather, they were building a new society from its

foundation.
The American Presidents who resided in the White House from the end of the Civil War until the
1890s are sometimes called "the forgettable Presidents." A case-by-case study helps illustrates
this point.
Andrew Johnson was so hated he was impeached and would have been removed from office
were it not for a single Senate vote.

A Soldier in the White House
Ulysses S. Grant was a war hero but was unprepared for public office. He had not held a single
elected office prior to the Presidency and was totally naive to the workings of Washington. He
relied heavily on the advice of insiders who were stealing public money. His secretary of war
sold Indian land to investors and pocketed public money. His private secretary worked with
officials in the Treasury Department to steal money raised from the tax on whiskey.
Many members of his Administration were implicated in the Crédit Mobilier scandal, which
defrauded the American public of common land. Grant himself seemed above these scandals, but
lacked the political skill to control his staff or replace them with officers of integrity.

Electoral Woes
His successor was Rutherford B. Hayes. Hayes himself had tremendous
integrity, but his Presidency was weakened by the means of his election.
After the electoral votes were counted, his opponent, Samuel Tilden,
already claimed a majority of the popular vote and needed just one
electoral vote to win. Hayes needed twenty. Precisely twenty electoral
votes were in dispute because the states submitted double returns — one
proclaiming Hayes the victor, the other Tilden. A Republican-biased
electoral commission awarded all 20 electoral votes to the Republican
Hayes, and he won by just one electoral vote.
While he was able to claim the White House, many considered his
election a fraud, and his power to rule was diminished.

Assassination
James Garfield succeeded Hayes to the Presidency. After only four

Rutherford B. Hayes was
elected in 1876 by a
margin of one electoral
vote.

months, his life was cut short by an assassin's bullet. Charles Guiteau, the killer, was so upset
with Garfield for overlooking him for a political job that he shot the President in cold blood on
the platform of the Baltimore and Potomac train station.
Vice-President Chester Arthur became the next leader. Although
his political history was largely composed of appointments of
friends, the tragedy that befell his predecessor led him to believe
that the system had gone bad. He signed into law the Pendleton
Civil Service Act, which opened many jobs to competitive exam
rather than political connections. The Republican Party
rewarded him by refusing his nomination for the Presidency in
1884.
One President impeached, one President drowning in corruption,
one President elected by possible fraud, one President
assassinated, and one disgraced by his own party for doing what
he thought was right. Clearly this was not a good time in
Presidential history.

James A. Garfield

Congressional Supremacy

This was an era of Congressional supremacy. The Republican
party dominated the Presidency and the Congress for most of
these years. Both houses of Congress were full of representatives owned by big business.
Laws regulating campaigns were minimal and big money bought a government that would not
interfere. Similar conditions existed in the states. City governments were dominated by political
machines. Members of a small network gained power and used the public treasury to stay in
power — and grow fabulously rich in the process.
Not until the dawn of the 20th century would serious attempts be made to correct the abuses of
Gilded Age government.
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Use the text and links from Politics of the Gilded Age to answer the questions below.
1. Why are the presidents of the late 19th century sometimes referred to as the
"forgettable presidents"?
2. Who are some of these "forgettable presidents," and why are they forgettable?
3. Describe the relationship between government and Big Business during this period.
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3a. The Glamour of American Cities
They spread like wildfire. For a new factory to beat the
competition, it had to be built quickly. Laborers needed fast,
cheap housing located close to work. Roads would be hastily
built to connect the factory with the market. There was no
grand design, and consequently, the new American city spread
unpredictably. Urban sprawl had begun. But the growing beast
brought benefits that raised the standard of living to new
heights.

Going Up
As surely as the city spread outward across the land, it also
spread upward toward the sky. Because urban property was in
great demand, industrialists needed to maximize small
holdings. If additional land was too expensive, why not
increase space by building upward? The critical invention
leading to this development was of course the fast elevator,
developed by Elisha Otis in 1861.
Photograph by Howard Davis
Steel provided a plentiful, durable substance that could sustain
Bridges such as the Brooklyn Bridge
tremendous weight. Chicago architect Louis Sullivan was the
permitted middle-class Americans to
foremost designer of the modern skyscraper. His designing
work farther from home.
motto was "form follows function." In other words, the
purpose of a structure was to be highlighted over its elegance.
Beginning with the Wainwright Building of St. Louis in 1892, Sullivan's steel-framed colossus
became the standard for the American skyscraper for the next twenty years. Chicago was the
perfect site for this new development, because much of the city had been destroyed by a great
fire in 1871.

Seeing, Talking, Shopping, and Moving
Few inventions allowed humans to challenge nature more than the light bulb. No longer
dependent on the rising and setting of the sun, city dwellers, with their ample supply of
electricity, could now enjoy a night life that candles simply could not provide. Developed by
Thomas Edison in 1879, urban areas consumed them at a staggering rate.
Alexander Graham Bell added a new dimension to communications with his telephone in 1876.
The implications for the business world were staggering, as the volume of trade skyrocketed with
faster communications. In addition to the telephone, many urban denizens enjoyed electric fans,
electric sewing machines, and electric irons by 1900.

The farm could not compete. Most of these new conveniences
were confined to the cities because of the difficulties of sending
electric power to isolated areas. Indoor plumbing and improved
sewage networks added a new dimension of comfort to city life.
Department stores such as Woolworth's, John Wanamker's, and
Marshall Field's provided a large variety of new merchandise of
better quality and cheaper than ever before.
People could reach their destinations faster and faster because of
new methods of mass transit. Cable cars were operational in
cities such as San Francisco and Chicago by the mid-1880s.
Boston completed the nation's first underground subway system
in 1897. Middle-class Americans could now afford to live
farther from home. Bridges such as the Brooklyn Bridge and
improved regional transit lines fueled this trend.
Up, up, and away! New York's
Woolworth Building took the city to
The modern American city was truly born in the Gilded Age.
new heights.

The bright lights, tall buildings, material goods, and fast pace of
urban life emerged as America moved into the 20th century.
However, the marvelous horizon of urban opportunity was not accessible to all. Beneath the
glamour and glitz lay social problems previously unseen in the United States.
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Use the text and links from The Glamour of American Cities to answer the questions
below.
1. What were some factors that contributed to the upward expansion of American cities?
2. Explain Louis Sullivan's "form follows function" philosophy.
3. How did the light bulb and the telephone affect the growth of American cities?
4. What other inventions made city life more appealing than life in the country?
5. How did the Chicago fire change the face of the Queen of the West?

3b. The Underside of Urban Life
Lights, trolleys, skyscrapers, romance, action. These were
among the first words to enter the minds of Americans
when contemplating the new urban lifestyle. While
American cities allowed many middle- and upper-class
Americans to live a glamorous lifestyle, this was simply a
fantasy to many poorer urban dwellers. Slums, crime,
overcrowding, pollution, disease. These words more
accurately described daily realities for millions of urban
Americans.

Tenements
Much of the urban poor, including a majority of incoming
immigrants, lived in tenement housing. If the skyscraper
was the jewel of the American city, the tenement was its
photo by Jacob Riis [courtesy of Yale University]
boil. In 1878, a publication offered $500 to the architect
Sewing and Starving in an Elizabeth Street
Attic
who could provide the best design for mass-housing.
James E. Ware won the contest with his plan for a
dumbbell tenement. This structure was thinner in the center than on its extremes to allow light to
enter the building, no matter how tightly packed the tenements may be. Unfortunately, these
"vents" were often filled with garbage. The air that managed to penetrate also allowed a fire to
spread from one tenement to the next more easily.
Because of the massive overcrowding, disease was widespread. Cholera and yellow-fever
epidemics swept through the slums on a regular basis. Tuberculosis was a huge killer. Infants
suffered the most. Almost 25% of babies born in late-19th century cities died before reaching the
age of one.

The Stench of Waste, the Stench of Crime
The cities stank. The air stank, the rivers stank, the people stank. Although public sewers were
improving, disposing of human waste was increasingly a problem. People used private cesspools,
which overflowed with a long, hard rain. Old sewage pipes dumped the waste directly into the
rivers or bays. These rivers were often the very same used as water sources.
Trash collection had not yet been systemized. Trash was dumped in the streets or in the
waterways. Better sewers, water purification, and trash removal were some of the most pressing
problems for city leadership. As the 20th century dawned, many improvements were made, but
the cities were far from sanitary.
Poverty often breeds crime. Desperate people will often resort to theft or violence to put food on
the family table when the factory wages would not suffice. Youths who dreaded a life of
monotonous factory work and pauperism sometimes roamed the streets in gangs. Vices such as
gambling, prostitution, and alcoholism were widespread. Gambling rendered the hope of getting
rich quick. Prostitution provided additional income. Alcoholism furnished a false means of
escape. City police forces were often understaffed and underpaid, so those with wealth could buy
a better slice of justice.

The glamour of American cities was real indeed. As real was the sheer destitution of its slums.
Both worlds — plenty and poverty — existed side by side. As the 20th century began, the plight
of the urban poor was heard by more and more reformers, and meaningful change finally arrived.

www.beyondbooks.com/ush11/3b.asp

< Back

Use the text and links from The Underside of Urban Life to answer the questions below.
1. Describe life in an early-20th-century tenement?
2. What was the dumbbell tenement? How was it supposed to work? Why did it fail?
3. What were some factors that contributed to the stench of most American cities? How
have these problems been solved?

3c. The Rush of Immigrants
Immigration was nothing new to America. Except for Native
Americans, all United States citizens can claim some immigrant
experience, whether during prosperity or despair, brought by force
or by choice. However, immigration to the United States reached
its peak from 1880-1920. The so-called "old immigration" brought
thousands of Irish and German people to the New World.
This time, although those groups would continue to come, even
greater ethnic diversity would grace America's populace. Many
would come from Southern and Eastern Europe, and some would
come from as far away as Asia. New complexions, new languages,
and new religions confronted the already diverse American mosaic.

The New Immigrants
Most immigrant groups that had formerly come to America by
The Statue of Liberty -- a gift choice seemed distinct, but in fact had many similarities. Most had
from France upon the United come from Northern and Western Europe. Most had some
States' 100th anniversary -experience with representative democracy. With the exception of
welcomed immigrants from
the Irish, most were Protestant. Many were literate, and some
around the world to New York
possessed a fair degree of wealth.
City.
The new groups arriving by the boatload in the Gilded Age were
characterized by few of these traits. Their nationalities included Greek, Italian, Polish, Slovak,
Serb, Russian, Croat, and others. Until cut off by federal decree, Japanese and Chinese settlers
relocated to the American West Coast. None of these groups were predominantly Protestant.
The vast majority were Roman Catholic or Eastern Orthodox. However, due to increased
persecution of Jews in Eastern Europe, many Jewish immigrants sought freedom from torment.
Very few newcomers spoke any English, and large numbers were illiterate in their native
tongues. None of these groups hailed from democratic regimes. The American form of
government was as foreign as its culture.
The new American cities became the destination of many of the most destitute. Once the trend
was established, letters from America from friends and family beckoned new immigrants to
ethnic enclaves such as Chinatown, Greektown, or Little Italy. This led to an urban ethnic
patchwork, with little integration. The dumbbell tenement and all of its woes became the reality
for most newcomers until enough could be saved for an upward move.
Despite the horrors of tenement housing and factory work, many agreed that the wages they
could earn and the food they could eat surpassed their former realities. Still, as many as 25% of
the European immigrants of this time never intended to become American citizens. These socalled "birds of passage" simply earned enough income to send to their families and returned to
their former lives.

Resistance to Immigration
Not all Americans welcomed the new immigrants with open arms. While factory owners greeted
the rush of cheap labor with zeal, laborers often treated their new competition with hostility.

Many religious leaders were awestruck at the increase of non-Protestant believers. Racial purists
feared the genetic outcome of the eventual pooling of these new bloods.
Gradually, these "nativists" lobbied successfully to restrict the flow of immigration. In 1882,
Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, barring this ethnic group in its entirety. Twenty-five
years later, Japanese immigration was restricted by executive agreement. These two Asian
groups were the only ethnicities to be completely excluded from America.
Criminals, contract workers, the mentally ill, anarchists, and alcoholics were among groups to be
gradually barred from entry by Congress. In 1917, Congress required the passing of a literacy
test to gain admission. Finally, in 1924, the door was shut to millions by placing an absolute cap
on new immigrants based on ethnicity. That cap was based on the United States population of
1890 and was therefore designed to favor the previous immigrant groups.
But millions had already come. During the age when the Statue of Liberty beckoned the world's
"huddled masses yearning to breathe free," American diversity mushroomed. Each brought
pieces of an old culture and made contributions to a new one. Although many former Europeans
swore to their deaths to maintain their old ways of life, their children did not agree. Most enjoyed
a higher standard of living than their parents, learned English easily, and sought American
lifestyles. At least to that extent, America was a melting pot.

1. With the exception of Native Americans, why do all American's have immigrant roots?
What lessons can be learned from this?
2. Compare and contrast the old immigrants with the new.
3. What is a "bird of passage"?
4. Why do you think that most ethnic groups decided to settle in particular parts of the city,
Chinese in Chinatown, Greeks in Greektown, Italians in Little Italy, etc.?
5. What attitudes led to the barring of Japanese and Chinese immigration?
6. How did the absolute cap on immigration favor the ethnic groups of the older
immigrants?

3d. Corruption Runs Wild
Becoming mayor of a big city in the Gilded Age was like
walking into a cyclone. Demands swirled around city leaders.
Better sewers, cleaner water, new bridges, more efficient
transit, improved schools, and suitable aid to the sick and
needy were some of the more common demands coming from
a wide range of interest groups.
To cope with the city's problems, government officials had a
limited resources and personnel. Democracy did not flourish
in this environment. To bring order out of the chaos of the
nation's cities, many political bosses emerged who did not
shrink from corrupt deals if they could increase their power
bases. The people and institutions the bosses controlled were
called the political machine.

The Political Machine
Personal politics can at once seem simple and complex. To
Harper's Weekly Magazine
maintain power, a boss had to keep his constituents happy.
Thomas Nast was a cartoonist for
Most political bosses appealed to the newest, most desperate
Harper's Weekly Magazine. His cartoons
part of the growing populace — the immigrants. Occasionally condemning the corrupt regime of Boss
bosses would provide relief kitchens to receive votes.
Tweed helped end the era of machine
Individuals who were leaders in local neighborhoods were
politics at Tammany Hall.
sometimes rewarded city jobs in return for the loyalty of their
constituents.
Bosses knew they also had to placate big business, and did so by rewarding them with lucrative
contracts for construction of factories or public works. These industries would then pump large
sums into keeping the political machine in office. It seemed simple: "You scratch my back and
I'll scratch yours." However, bringing diverse interests together in a city as large as New York,
Philadelphia, or Chicago required hours of legwork and great political skill.
All the activities mentioned so far seem at least semi-legitimate. The problem was that many
political machines broke their own laws to suit their purposes. As contracts were awarded to
legal business entities, they were likewise awarded to illegal gambling and prostitution rings.
Often profits from these unlawful enterprises lined the pockets of city officials. Public tax money
and bribes from the business sector increased the bank accounts of these corrupt leaders.
Voter fraud was widespread. Political bosses arranged to have voter lists expanded to include
many phony names. In one district a four-year-old child was registered to vote. In another, a
dog's name appeared on the polling lists. Members of the machine would "vote early and often,"
traveling from polling place to polling place to place illegal votes. One district in New York one
time reported more votes than it had residents.

Boss Tweed
The most notorious political boss of the age was William "Boss" Tweed of New York's
Tammany Hall. For twelve years, Tweed ruled New York. He gave generously to the poor and

authorized the handouts of Christmas turkeys and winter coal to prospective supporters. In the
process he fleeced the public out of millions of taxpayer money, which went into the coffers of
Tweed and his associates.
Attention was brought to Tweed's corruption by political cartoonist Thomas Nast. Nast's pictures
were worth more than words as many illiterate and semi-literate New Yorkers were exposed to
Tweed's graft. A zealous attorney named Samuel Tilden convicted Tweed and his rule came to
an end in 1876. Mysteriously, Tweed escaped from prison and traveled to Spain, where he was
spotted by someone who recognized his face from Nast's cartoons. He died in prison in 1878.
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Use the text and links from Corruption Runs Wild to answer the questions below.
1. Describe the political machine of Gilded Age cities.
2. Why did political bosses appeal to immigrant populations?
3. Compare and contrast the legitimate and illegal sides of the political machine.
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3f. Artistic and Literary Trends
Like the American economy, American art and literature
flourished during the Gilded Age. The new millionaires desired
greatly to furnish their mansions with beautiful things.
Consequently, patronage for the American arts was at a higher
level than any previous era. Painters depicted a realistic look at
the glories and hardships of this new age. Writers used their
pens to illustrate life at its best and its worst. The net result was
an American Renaissance of arts and letters.

Painting the Gilded Age

Butler Institute of American Art

Winslow Homer drew several
versions of "Snap the Whip,"
capturing school children at play in
1872 rural America.

Many wealthy Americans yearned to have their image captured
for posterity by having their portraits painted. James McNeill
Whistler and John Singer Sargent were the most sought after portrait artists of the time. Lured by
the idea of working among European masters, both moved to England. Their works endure as
among the finest in the genre. Another expatriate American was the impressionist Mary Cassatt,
who moved to Paris to work with the masters Monet and Renoir. Beyond any artist of the age,
she captured women and children at their tender best.
Perhaps the most famous of the postwar American painters was Winslow Homer. Homer gained
fame during the Civil War for his realistic illustrations of Union soldiers, which often graced the
covers of Harper's Weekly magazine. After the war he became a serious painter. Life in the
American countryside was made real to those who flocked to the cities. His later years were
marked with a fascination of the New England coast. Probably no American painter captured the
majesty and power of the sea like Homer.
At the same time, Philadelphian Thomas Eakins illustrated local behaviors, including a series
depicting crew races on the Schuylkill River. His most controversial work, The Gross Clinic,
depicted a live medical operation.

Literature
In literature, the dominant figure of the age was Mark Twain. Born Samuel Langhorne Clemens,
Twain spurned the stodgy New England writing style of the time and brought an added touch of
realism by writing in the local color and style of the American Mississippi. Huckleberry Finn and
Tom Sawyer became genuine American folk heroes to his many readers.
Kate Chopin was largely unknown at the time, but her novel The Awakening became a manifesto
for future feminists. Stephen Crane portrayed the horrors of the Civil War with his poignant The
Red Badge of Courage in 1895. Henry James struggled with the values of the Victorian Age by
focusing his attention on women. His works Daisy Miller and Portrait of a Lady hinted at the
tension lying beneath Victorian morality. The horrors of city life were grimly depicted in
Theodore Dreiser's Sister Carrie, whose representation of a poor working girl offended many a
reader.
Postwar poets were prolific. Most notable were Walt Whitman for his Leaves of Grass collection
and Emily Dickinson, whose many poems were published after her death.

In the Home
The visual arts flowered as well. The market for interior design was booming. Louis Comfort
Tiffany specialized in stained glass. He combined glorious colors of glass with shells and stones
to create beautiful works for fine homes. He was even commissioned to improve the interior of
the White House. Candace Wheeler pioneered work in tapestry weaving. Wealthy Americans
bought these items with a fever, and lavished their homes with marble floors and decorative
chandeliers. The American Renaissance was in full swing.
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Use the text and links from Artistic and Literary Trends to answer the questions below.
1. How did the booming economy lead to a renaissance of American art and literature?
2. Who were some of the more famous artist of the Gilded Age? What sort of things did
they paint?
3. Who was Mark Twain? How did he counteract the stodgy New England literary style of
his day?
4. Who were some other writers during this time period? How did their works reflect their
times?

