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The central political issues of the Reconstruction era were the future integrity of the United States of America and the future political and social status of the newly emancipated Negroes. At long last the writings of LaWanda and John Cox, W. R. Brock, James M. McPherson, Eric L. McKitrick, Kenneth M. Stampp, John Hope Franklin, and David Donald have established a respected status in American historical circles for this elementary proposition. That so much splendid scholarship had to be expended in order to demonstrate that the “real” subjects involved in the debate over Reconstruction were just what its leading participants always declared them to be testifies to the peculiar resiliency of the contrary viewpoint advanced earlier by such figures as Howard K. Beale and Charles A. and Mary R. Beard.

To Beale and the Beards the questions of guaranteeing integrity of the Union and Negro rights were smoke screens masking efforts by the Northeastern business community to secure its hegemony in the federal government against the threat of a hostile coalition of Southern and Western agrarian interests. Early in the 1960’s their assumption that a unity of economic interests existed within Northeastern business was attacked almost simultaneously by Stanley Coben, Irwin Unger, and myself. The obverse of this assumption, that the foes of Radical Reconstruction manifested “agrarian radicalism,” was challenged by Robert P. Sharkey’s study of the currency question. When Unger demonstrated that no coherent interest group was able to gain effective political hegemony in the decade following the Civil War, the circle of revisionist assault on Beale and the Beards was complete.

Yet echoes of the vanquished doctrine persist, not just in obsolete textbook chapters but often in the writings of revisionists themselves. Stampp, for example, portrayed Andrew Johnson as the same “agrarian … backward-looking Jacksonian Democrat” Beale and William A. Dunning had envisioned, and, more important, deemed this characterization sufficient explanation of the President’s policies. Similarly, John Hope Franklin, in the midst of his effort to focus attention on the central question of Negro rights, spoke of a war-spawned “industrial plutocracy that was seeking to keep a stranglehold on government in order to maintain its entrenched position.”

There are two cogent reasons for the persistence of the Beale-Beard thesis. The first is that the revisionists have devoted themselves primarily to exposing flaws in the older theory or scrutinizing isolated, if important, strands in the complex web of Reconstruction politics. Although McKitrick and the Professors Cox have analyzed Washington political relationships between 1865 and 1868 with great skill, although Sharkey and Unger have traced the currency dispute through the Reconstruction period, and Franklin, Stampp, and McPherson followed controversies over the status of Negroes down to 1877, none of these scholars has integrated the many strands of development into a meaningful whole. None has offered today’s readers a new interpretation of Radical Republicanism to take the place of Beale’s.

Secondly, there is no escaping the suspicion that the interests and aspirations of Northern businessmen had something to do with the terms in which Reconstruction controversies were cast and the manner in which basic decisions were reached. The effective debate over the future of the South, after all, was carried on among Northerners, for they alone had access to the machinery of government. The social elite of Northern communities, furthermore, was composed at least in part of businessmen. Their approval or disapproval of a politician’s course of action weighed heavily in determining its (and his) success or failure. Such considerations suggest that, for all the flaws in their conclusions, Beale and the Beards were not pursuing an altogether erroneous set of problems.

What is needed, then, is to reassemble the scattered fragments of this epoch’s historical interpretation in a new fashion. As a contribution to the achievement of this goal, I have undertaken in this book to identify and analyze the various Northern groups participating in the Reconstruction debate by examining their responses to issues which arose in their home communities. Viewed from the mainstream of national life—that is, from the standpoint of the Union and Negro rights—these local questions were peripheral. No attempt is made here to claim they were the “real issues” of the times, as Beale and the Beards said of tariffs, currency, and economic penetration of the South. But the towns and cities where these questions arose supplied the social base of Republican strength. State legislators who expressed their endorsement of congressional policies toward the South enacted their own measures to change life in the North. These communities and these measures reveal the general ideological inclinations with which Republican congressmen approached the Southern question.

In other words, at the very time Radical Republicans were wrestling enthusiastically with the extension of legal equality to Negroes, they were facing other problems, often less to their liking. Prominent among them was the insistence of labor’s spokemen that social reconstruction be extended northward. “So must our dinner tables be reconstructed,” demanded the Boston Labor Reform Association in 1865, “our dress, manners, education, morals, dwellings, and the whole Social System.” Here was a challenge from the flank, which both exposed the social roots of Radical ideology and contributed to the abrupt decline of Radical power and influence from its zenith of 1867 and 1868. Confrontation between labor and the Radicals produced a maddening imbroglio from which emerged a new style of politics, typified by the famous Republican Stalwarts, a peculiar ideology inherited from radicalism by the labor movement itself, and a genteel critique of Radicals, Stalwarts, and labor, which styled itself liberalism.

The labor question, therefore, is used here as a prism with which to study the political spectrum of Reconstruction America. To use it in this way presupposes a thorough understanding of its configuration in the thought and practice of the time. Such awareness has been blocked from one side by widespread acceptance of the Beale-Beard thesis among historians of labor, and from the other by the acquiescence of political historians in the terms of analysis employed by John R. Commons, Selig Perlman, and Gerald N. Grob. Then-bifurcation of types of labor leaders into wage-conscious trade unionists and antimonopoly reformers has obscured both the ideological affinity between the then-prominent trade unionists and the Radicals and the great strides made by wage earners between 1862 and 1875 in creating effective bargaining and lobbying institutions. Thinking of these labor leaders as anti-industrial romantics renders one incapable of appreciating their impact on contemporary economic and political life. On the other hand, isolating their conflicts with employers from their other social activities artificially divorces their efforts from the mainstream of national development. Workers were not purely economic men but were in every sense members of their local and national communities, and it is in this setting that their efforts to improve their lot should be studied.

Equality before the law within a securely unified nation, then, was the political goal toward which Radicals aspired. But beyond equality lay demands of wage earners to which the equalitarian formula provided no meaningful answer, but which rebounded to confound the efforts of equality’s ardent advocates. Class conflict, in other words, was the submerged shoal on which Radical dreams foundered. Since the clearest manifestations of this conflict were found in the industrial towns of America, rather than in congressional debates, the task of this book will be to indicate the national patterns embedded in a mosaic of local histories.

Preparation of this study would not have been possible without the generous support of a grant from the American Philosophical Society. The unstinting assistance of several library staffs lightened the burdens of research. Among them are those of the American Antiquarian Society, the Bapst Library of Boston College, the Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh, the Chicago Historical Society, the Manuscript Division of the Library of Congress, the Baker Library of Harvard University, the Newberry Library of Chicago, the Historical Society of Western Pennsylvania, the Dinand Library of the College of the Holy Cross, the University of Minnesota library, the New York Public Library, the National Archives, and the Archives of Industrial Society at the University of Pittsburgh. Special appreciation is reserved for the cooperative personnel of the University of Pittsburgh library, the Joseph A. Labadie Collection at the University of Michigan, and the State Historical Society of Wisconsin. To Professors David W. Noble, William R. Stanton, Seymour Drescher, and Julius Rubin I am profoundly grateful for their criticisms and discussions of various portions of the manuscript.
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CHAPTER 1
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Entrepreneur and Wage Earner

The decade preceding the Panic of 1873 resembled a classical economist’s description of the close of a long upswing in the business cycle. Since the late 1830’s, per capita income in the United States had risen on a secular average of more than 1.62 per cent annually. In somewhat more than three decades the national economy had wrenched itself loose from the condition of stable, or even declining, per capita income which had characterized it since the Revolution, and especially since the end of the War of 1812. Its growth was now self-generating, so that despite all fluctuations of trade and employment, the increase of industrial output consistently surpassed that of population. In the 1860’s, however, although total commodity production continued to rise, the rate of growth fell off. The demands of the Civil War generated more inflation than production, and a last-minute outburst of productive energy between 1869 and 1873 served only as a prelude to the great crash.1

The nodal point of the long escalation had come between 1847 and 1854, when, in the words of Alfred D. Chandler, Jr., “the simultaneous widespread adoption of the railroad, the telegraph, and the ocean-going steamship” opened the way for both factory mass production and “the use of the corporation as an administrative device for the managing and controlling of large amounts of men, money, and materials.”2 But use of the corporation in production, as distinct from transportation or banking, remained in its infancy through the sixties—a possibility, rather than a reality in widespread use. Despite many technological innovations in production during the forties and fifties, furthermore, as late as 1869 nearly half of America’s manufacturing was still powered by water rather than steam.3 The increasing value of manufacturing output between 1862 and 1873, therefore, represented not a revolution in technology or forms of business organization, but the flowering of the industrial economy cultivated during the two previous decades.

Of four major sectors of the economy, only mining enjoyed a rate of increase higher in the 1860’s than the general average for the epoch 1839 to 1899. The others, manufacturing, construction, and agriculture, all grew, but at rates that were retarded by nineteenth-century American standards. Value added by manufacture rose only 26 per cent during the decade ending in 1869, as compared with 152 per cent and 76 per cent for those ending in 1849 and 1859, respectively, and 82 per cent, 112 per cent, and 51 per cent for the remaining decades of the century.4 Nor was the growth of the 1860’s smooth or uniform. Unemployment was heavy during 1861 and again between the last quarter of 1865 and the first quarter of 1868. Even the years of greatest expansion (1869–73) found some industries sluggish. Geographical variation in the tempo of growth was also remarkable. Not only were the former Confederate states largely omitted from its benefits, but of the leading industrial states of 1860—New York, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, Ohio, and Connecticut—all but Pennsylvania had rates of increase in manufacturing and mining output below the national average.5

There was remarkable economic dynamism within two broad zones, one in the Ohio River Valley between Pittsburgh and Louisville, and the other along the lower Great Lakes region from Buffalo to Milwaukee. The upsurge in mining and the 100 per cent increase in pig-iron production in the last half of the 1860’s provided much of the impetus in both areas. Pittsburgh and its cluster of satellite towns at the head of the Ohio set the pace, buttressing their well-established iron-fabricating and glass industries with basic pig-iron smelting and oil refining. In Ohio five sixths of the manufacturing and mining was in the lower half of the state, especially in and around Cincinnati, but at the decade’s end coal, iron, oil, and railroads were elevating Cleveland to prominence. In both Ohio and Michigan the value of manufactured products well exceeded that of agricultural goods by 1870, and even in Wisconsin farm produce held but a negligible lead. The Ohio River and Great Lakes belts of progress converged across Illinois to meet in St. Louis. A 262 per cent increment to Illinois’ total manufacturing and mining output over the decade placed it sixth among the industrial states of the nation. Even this performance was dwarfed by that of Missouri where, although the population remained predominantly agricultural, production in the nonfarm sectors soared 394 per cent, allowing it to replace Connecticut briefly as the country’s fifth-ranking industrial state. State-encouraged railroad building and the mining of coal, iron, copper, lead, zinc, and tin were the mainstays of Missouri’s growth.6

In this decade external economies—those reductions in unit production costs related to transportation, the urban environment, and governmental encouragement to suppliers of raw materials—clearly played a larger role in fostering growth and in the thinking of most entrepreneurs than did economies of scale or organization within the plant. The proprietor of the typical family firm, with its unimaginative productive and accounting techniques, cast his eye more frequently toward the government than toward his own concern when wondering how to improve his position. Men of speculative bent, and above all those in coal and iron, hungered for state promotion of economic growth. They longed to break the economic circuit through which the escalation of the previous decades had taken place—the relationship in which American agricultural goods and raw materials were traded for Europe’s fabricated wares and capital.7 By using the government as both a source of capital and an obstacle to imports, they aspired to build urban industrial centers rapidly so that the fruits of America’s soil might be exchanged for the produce of her own mills.

While the tapering off of growth encouraged such thinking, the sorry state of business profits lent it a sense of urgency. In manufacturing and mining as a whole, the value added per gainful worker actually fell 13 per cent between 1859 and 1869. By way of contrast, the average decade between 1839 and 1899 witnessed a 12 per cent increase in value added per worker.8 Intense competition among manufacturers drove the prices of their wares steadily down after the war’s end, while the costs of raw materials and transportation remained relatively stable. To be more precise, the aggregate cost of raw materials consumed in manufacture rose 145 per cent during the decade, while the total selling price of all goods manufactured rose only 123 per cent (using raw census figures of current dollars in both cases).9 Ironmaster Abram Hewitt, who doubted he could “point to 10 families in the United States which have been successful” in his business, argued that “the employers generally are very uneasy because manufacturing has not been profitable in America.” To him, “all this immense development of manufacture is to-day without advantage either to the proprietor or … to the workman, though perhaps the world has gained by the cheap rate at which they get the commodities.”10

Here lay the heart of the entrepreneurial crisis of the 1860’s. Production continued to rise on the basis of established business methods, so that profits lagged or even fell. By the eve of the Panic of 1873 a new generation of industrial leaders was coming to the fore, men such as Andrew Carnegie, Thomas A. Scott, Gustavus Swift, and Franklin P. Gowen, who were to introduce new institutional forms for production, marketing, and the financing of costly new technology. But their heyday came after the great crash. The sixties and early seventies marked the close of American industry’s “take-off” period.

THE MANUFACTURING ELITE

Except for those in the textile industry, American manufacturing firms were seldom limited liability corporations in the 1860’s. Indeed, the spread of this form of business organization was one of the important innovations of the era. Prior to the Civil War only enterprises “clothed with a public interest”—specifically, banking and transportation—had commonly been legally incorporated. In other words, the privileges of limited liability were traditionally considered as belonging to quasi-public undertakings. Manufacturing and mining were the realms of private enterprise in the narrowest sense of the term—the domains of the individual entrepreneur.11 The typical firm was so small that in 1869 the average number of wage earners per establishment was 8.15.12 But large or small, it was owned and operated by one man or by partners. Many entrepreneurs were active members of several companies, and in larger firms the partner in charge of sales often had some personal connection with a mercantile establishment. The Lewis, Oliver, and Phillips Company, for example, Pittsburgh’s leading manufacturer of nuts, bolts, and bar iron, in its partnership papers made Henry W. Oliver, son of a prominent saddle merchant, head of sales, while each of the other four associates (including two of Oliver’s sons) directed a division of production.13

In manufacturing, corporations were known primarily in textiles, where the major establishments had been founded by associations of export-import merchants; in mining they were found in those anthracite areas (such as the Wyoming and Lehigh regions of Pennsylvania) where mining privileges had been included in the charters of canal companies.14 It is noteworthy that such joint stock companies had generally been chartered before the 1840’s, so their officers did not form part of the new industrial elite crowding to the fore after the Civil War. To be sure, unusual forms of enterprise could be found. The Fall River Iron Works of Massachusetts, for example, was chartered as a corporation in 1825, with privileges of owning land and water rights as well as manufacturing iron. Using its control of the local water supply as a springboard, the company developed by 1850 into a holding company which operated cotton and woolen mills, print works, a railroad, and a steamship line, as well as its iron factory.15

Far more typical was the form of the nation’s largest fabricator of iron rails, the Cambria Iron Works. After a poor beginning, this firm was reorganized in 1862 by Daniel J. Morrell, with John Fritz, a talented engineer, and Edward Townsend, a dry-goods merchant, as his partners. Though a decade later the company owned 40,000 acres of mineral land, 4 blast furnaces, 42 puddling furnaces, and a Bessemer converter, and employed 6,000 men and boys,16 it remained a partnership, as dependent on the personal resources, supervision, and business contacts of its owners as any local family workshop. In fact, Pennsylvania law did not extend even qualified privileges of limited liability to iron and steel manufacturers until 1872.17 Itemized records of production costs, Andrew Carnegie discovered in the mid-sixties, were never kept by iron manufacturers. Until stock was taken at the year’s end, the entrepreneur was “in total ignorance of results.”18 Rough accounts in the ledger books, or even in the head of the owner, sufficed. It was his firm, his property, his toil, his success or failure.

As some partnerships waxed fat in the sixties, a swarm of tiny replicas of these key concerns grew up around them. The building trades, which employed more labor than any other urban occupation, were carried on by very small firms. This industry boomed right though the lean years of 1865–8, creating such a demand for lumber that both the sawmill output of 1870 and the number of sawmills and planing mills in operation that year were larger than in any other decennial year during the century.19

In coal the picture was similar. Although the expansion of bituminous production during the decade from 2.7 million tons to 6.6 million spurred the rapid growth of a few major companies, the average establishment at mid-decade employed only 20 men.20 By 1873 the Chicago, Wilmington and Vermillion Coal Company employed 900 men in Braidwood, Illinois, more than half the local miners and almost 150 per cent of the total number it and the other two mines of the area had employed in 1869.21 Yet Allegheny County, Pennsylvania, producer of as much bituminous as the rest of the nation combined, had 66 mines averaging fewer than 100 hands apiece.22 In the anthracite fields of Schuylkill County, where a score of collieries provided the stable elements of the economy, more than 1,000 operators sank shafts between 1830 and 1875, of which less than half survived a single year of operation, while 78 per cent failed within five years.23

Pig-iron output rose 100 per cent between 1865 and 1870, and the number of blast furnaces, rolling mills, and iron and steel works in operation in 1869 reached the highest level in the history of the country, when 808 such firms employed 77,555 hands. A decade later only 792 companies would employ 140,798 workers, with almost twice the earlier capital investment, indicating a trend of concentration which has continued steadily until the present.24 According to Fritz Redlich, the military orders of the war, “large from the viewpoint of the small-sized American iron business of that time,” provided “some farseeing and active business leaders” the opportunity “to build up capital and develop a larger business. But in fact hardly more than half a dozen of the iron masters who were in business at that time grasped this opportunity and reaped a real harvest.”25

Here was an industry suspended between the era of iron and the era of steel, beckoned forward by the great demand for rails and bridges provided by government-subsidized railroad promotion, but restrained by the fact that the new and necessary techniques in refining and rolling were expensive—far too expensive to be financed by individual industrialists.26 The same problem existed in the Schuylkill County coal fields, where the easily available red-ash coal had been exhausted, and financing the sinking of shafts to reach the deeper beds of white-ash coal was beyond the means of private operators.27 Employers in these fields, therefore, were extremely sensitive to the price of loan capital. High, sustained demand for their wares and low interest rates were indispensable if they were to continue to expand their enterprises in the manner to which they had become accustomed.

Furthermore, the market of the entrepreneur of the sixties was seldom local, but regional or national. Even given adequate demand for his wares, he could reach potential customers only through the intervention of transportation companies and “jobbers,” who bought and moved wholesale lots of goods.28 In other words, interposed between the vigorous new manufacturing elite and both their capital and their customers was the established “old elite” of businessmen engaged primarily in commerce, shipping, finance, and real estate. It was these captains of commerce to whom the title “capitalist” was then customarily applied, for they had at their disposal the large sums of money and credit needed to move both producer and consumer goods to the point of usage. “Morris K. Jessup, Elliot C. Cowdin, William E. Dodge, Abiel A. Low, Simeon Chittenden, Jonathan Sturges, and William Aspinwall, to name the best known, were men of national prominence and repute,” argues Irwin Unger, “often more influential than the contemporary industrialists and promoters we now identify as the great business movers of the era.”29

The relationship between manufacturing and the old elite was not the same everywhere. The textile industry, for example, was already in its third generation of large-scale operation in New England and Pennsylvania and had originally been organized by merchants of fabrics, such as Francis C. Lowell and his associates in the Boston Manufacturing Company. Not only was there no conflict between commercial and manufacturing capital here (both being in the same hands), but the scale of organization of labor was on a level far above that of any other industry. The Pepperell Manufacturing Company at Biddeford, Maine, employed 1,600 women, the Androscoggin Mills at Lewiston, Maine, 1,000. The Wamsutta Mills in New Bedford, Massachusetts, had 1,050 employees, and 3,000 signatures were collected on a petition circulated within the rooms of the Pacific Mills at Lawrence. In Massachusetts the average capital investment per manufacturing establishment in 1870 was $17,536, as compared with $10,936 in Pennsylvania and a national average of only $8,400. The high degree of concentration of manpower within the industry of Massachusetts is illustrated by the fact that the capital invested per worker in that state was only $830 that year, as compared with $1,273 in Pennsylvania, where the high over-head of the coal and iron industries carried the figure well over the national average of $1,031. In short, the looms of Lowell, so prominent in the interpretations of such historians as Beale, Parrington, and the Beards, represented a very untypical situation, not the norm of American manufacturing, and their proprietors belonged to the old, not the new, business elite.30

In the states of the Old Northwest, on the other hand, the typical scale of production was especially small. Ohio had 22,773 manufacturing establishments in 1870, over 9,000 more than Massachusetts, yet employed just under one half the number of factory hands used in the Bay State. Illinois had 12,579 firms, less than 7,000 fewer than Massachusetts, yet had only one third the number of factory workers. Within Illinois itself Cook County had one half the workers of the state, but only one ninth of the establishments.31 Equally important for this area is the fact that most of the loan capital for industrial development in cities such as Chicago and Cleveland had to come from the East, because local capital was mostly involved in railroads, real estate, and dealings in land and farm produce.32

The peculiar relationship of the manufacturers to the leaders of finance and commerce was reflected in the ambivalent rhetoric of the period. At times the new elite spoke of themselves as “capitalists” and described disputes with their employees as conflicts between labor and capital. More frequently, they referred to themselves as part of the “producing classes,” or as “labor,” or even as “workingmen,” as distinct from the “capitalists” (i.e., the old elite). A generation later conventional American symbolism would term the employers “middle class,” and William Jennings Bryan would seek to ennoble the worker, farmer, and corner grocer by calling each of them, like the industrialist, “a business man.”33 But in the 1860’s the phrase “middle class” was such a novelty that, when it appeared at all, it was enclosed in quotation marks.34 The speaker who valued precision might term the wage earners the “mechanical interests” or “industrial classes” or even “working classes” (always plural), but common practice indiscriminately spoke of “labor” as a group of which employers at times were a part and at times were not.35 Thus the nation’s economic system was not called “capitalism” but the “free-labor system.”

Central to this vague rhetoric was the cult of the “self-made man,” according to which the employer was but a successful workingman. All this phraseology was employed by Abraham Lincoln in his speech to Congress on the war aims of the Union. The President pronounced labor “prior to, and independent of, capital” and “the superior of capital.” He made this remark while praising as the “just, and generous, and prosperous system” that in which the “prudent, penniless beginner in the world, labors for wages awhile, saves a surplus with which to buy tools or land for himself; then labors on his own account another while, and at length hires another new beginner to help him.” It was the political rights and power of such men as these which the rebellion threatened, said Lincoln. “No men living,” he concluded, “are more worthy to be trusted than those who toil up from poverty.…”36

Because it played such a significant role in American ideology, the myth of the self-made man in industry deserves critical examination. A study by Frances W. Gregory and Irene D. Neu of 303 leading figures in the textile, railroad, and iron and steel industries in the decade following 1870 concludes “most—perhaps 90 per cent—of the industrial leaders in our group were reared in a middle- or upper-class milieu.”37 Of the one hundred iron and steel entrepreneurs studied, 48 were sons of businessmen, 16 of professional men, 27 of farmers, and 11 of industrial wage earners. Only 14 of the iron leaders were immigrants, and at least 6 of them were from “substantial middle-class backgrounds” in Europe. Interestingly, all of the businessmen in all three fields studied were Protestants.38

These findings are substantiated by Clifton K. Yearley’s study of the Schuylkill County anthracite fields. Despite the constant turnover of petty operators in the mines, about twenty “master operators” provided stability, leadership, and about one half the production of the area. Yet it is crucial to note that these “master operators” were themselves heads of individual or partnership concerns. Furthermore, it was precisely these men who consistently led the battles of the local colliers against the Schuylkill Navigation Company and the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad, sparked the high tariff and soft money crusades, and organized the Anti-Monopoly Convention of 1867.39

All these efforts were conducted in the name of the “producers” defending themselves against the “monopolizing capitalists.” Real conflicts of economic interest between manufacturers and commercial capitalists, in other words, were rationalized in (and perhaps intensified by) an ideology which allowed them to be verbalized only in a vague and shadowy manner. But despite the failure of contemporary rhetoric to express such antagonisms clearly, they were not imaginary or rhetorical only. Northern business was not a harmonious or cohesive economic unit.

It was not difficult to fabricate from the warp of such economic conflicts and the woof of contemporary ideology the image of a conspiracy of the capitalists to retard the growth of industry. Since trade and finance, in the words of James Russell Lowell, had “no fatherland but the till,”40 while promoters of industry identified themselves with the nation, the victim of the plot was the country itself. This idea was expressed sharply in 1868 by John Magwire, a wealthy rolling-mill owner and shipbuilder of St. Louis, who charged the financial interests with retarding the growth of America’s capacity to manufacture its own iron rails, thus helping England. Although Magwire’s doctrinaire adherence to greenbackism as the solution to the difficulties of which he spoke set him apart from many manufacturers, the intellectual framework of his analysis was both commonplace and revealing. Stating that a day’s production of a ton of iron cost the labor of ten men in England and only eight in Missouri, he explained the reason less railroad iron was produced in Missouri as follows:


Here is Mr. McCarty makes up his mind to go into the iron business, and he brings thirty or forty families down to Missouri, and determines to sink $100,000 in the business. When he is about to set to work, the capitalists says [sic], “What are you going to sink all this money in such a business for?” He replies, “Because I can get 10 per cent, on my capital.” Then they tell him that he will have a great deal of labor and trouble to carry on the enterprise; whereas, if he likes, he can get 20 per cent. for his money with no risk and no trouble at all. So they persuade Mr. McCarthy [sic] to invest half of it in bonds which bring him $8,400, and the other half in a national bank which brings in $9,000 more. But he says, “What am I to do with all those people that I have brought out here to give employment to?” They reply, “Let them look to that themselves.… Let the women sell their virtue.” These are facts.… Those men in England make iron for us, while we could make better iron than they, if it were not for the high rates of interest that money will fetch here. This money should find its way into business and employment.41



How to bring that “money … into business and employment” was the issue of the hour for the entrepreneur. The most ingenious manufacturers of the period, those best remembered by posterity, at that very time were beginning to find such solutions as use of the limited liability stock company and direct participation of a railroad company in the firm which produced the iron it used or the coal it hauled. But most industrialists, ardently attached to their private enterprises—“the family business”—and disdaining, as even Carnegie did throughout his life, to become the hireling of a corporation,42 instead turned for help to the government. Let the state “promote the general welfare” by lending all possible assistance to the growth of America’s industry, was the essence of the economic philosophy of Henry Carey.43 And so prominently was Carey identified with the economic aspirations of the new elite that he was the unchallenged choice of the Pennsylvania constitutional convention of 1873 to speak for its Committee on Industrial Interests and Labor.44

To the question of what help the state could provide, several answers were forthcoming. One in particular deserves mention here, both because its outcome gave warning of some hazards inherent in governmental aid to business, and because it roused the wrath of organized labor in a way its initiators never anticipated. This was the attempt to import to the United States the national finance doctrines of the Saint-Simonian advisers of Napoleon III of France.

Early in the century Henri, comte de Saint-Simon had sought a formula by which the creative energy of industrial society might be reconciled with the order of the Middle Ages. His disciples converted Saint-Simon’s doctrines into an effort to eliminate exploitation and economic crisis from society through the “organization of work.”45 The first step in this task was to be the creation of a social institution which might put the land and capital owned by society’s wealthy idlers and needed for production into the hands of the “worthiest industrialists.”46 Banks executed this function in embryonic form, but their role was limited by their inability to envision the needs of society as a whole and their tendency to tax industry for their private profit.47 Banks were thus necessary, but posed a dilemma:


The advantage that would follow from an intervention of bankers between the idle [capitalists] and the travailleurs [note—“laborer” used as embracing both proprietor and worker] is often balanced, or even annulled, by the opportunities offered by our disorganized society to Egoism, which may manifest itself in various forms of fraud and charlatanry. The bankers often come between the idle and the travailleurs for the purpose of exploiting both of them to the injury of society.48



Thus the coordination of the banking system with the machinery of state was proposed as the means by which financiers could take direct command of the movement of production without the danger of exploitation and could distinguish themselves “through the number and usefulness of the organized establishments and of the promoted works.”49 In France, under the regime of Louis Napoleon, these theories bore fruit in the creation of the Crédit Mobilier for industry and the Crédit Foncier for agriculture. The former, a joint stock company headed by the brothers Emile and Isaac Péreire, financed the construction of the Paris Gas Company, the Paris Omnibus Company, and the Maritime Company of Clippers, as well as railroads in several foreign countries. The Crédit Foncier was organized by the House of Rothschild.50 It was through these practical examples that Saint-Simon’s influence crossed the ocean four decades after his death. Both projects were imitated in America, names and all, and they also inspired several smaller enterprises.

The Crédit Mobilier of America was chartered by the legislature of Pennsylvania in 1859 under the name Pennsylvania Fiscal Agency, with authority to “become an agency for the purchase and sale of railroad bonds and other securities, and to make advances of money and credit to railroad and other improvement companies, and to aid in like manner contractors and manufacturers.…”51 Despite this bold warrant, the corporation remained dormant until 1864 when two circumstances gave it a sudden burst of life. One of these was the inability of the newly chartered Union Pacific Railroad to raise the funds it needed to begin construction. The other was the return to the United States from Europe of the tempestuous Fenian, Peace Democrat, and pioneer in urban street transportation, George Francis Train, who considered Louis Napoleon “the best statesman in Europe, and the best financier in the world.”52 Train persuaded his friend Thomas C. Durant, the vice-president of the Union Pacific, to allot the construction contract for his railroad to the Pennsylvania Fiscal Agency and to change the name of the latter to the Crédit Mobilier of America. Actually, the Crédit Mobilier constructed only 247 miles of road and realized very little profit. In 1867 the contract was transferred jointly to Representative Oakes Ames of Massachusetts and the trustees of the Union Pacific, who meanwhile had also made themselves the stockholders of the Crédit Mobilier. Through this means the Crédit Mobilier became practically synonymous with the Union Pacific.53 Train’s grandiose scheme for establishing the Péreire system in America evaporated, and his Saint-Simonian dream of banker’s initiative without “Egoism” became the most widely renowned symbol of predatory business activities of the decade.

Undaunted, Train persuaded Cyrus McCormick and George Bemis to help him establish the Crédit Foncier of America to develop land along the Union Pacific line. Despite the presence of an impressive array of prominent politicians on its board of directors and the lure its prospectus offered stockholders of owning “the towns and cities at every station on the line of the Pacific Railway,”54 nothing more came of the scheme than the purchase of eighty acres of land and the erection of a few houses in Omaha.55 Train still refused to surrender his hopes. In 1868, when he founded the journal The Revolution, edited by Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, he included in its platform a demand for “The Credit Foncier and Credit Mobilier system, or Capital Mobilized to Resuscitate the South and our Mining Interests, and to People the Country from Ocean to Ocean.”56

Train’s efforts might be taken lightly if they were unique. After all, not only did he soon return to Ireland, where a British jail cell rewarded his solitary efforts to free the Emerald Isle, but in 1870 he took an eighty-day trip around the world which he alleged inspired Jules Verne’s famous novel, and during which he later claimed he had established the Commune of Marseilles.57 The fact remains that among his colleagues in the railroad ventures of 1864–6 were some of the most prominent businessmen and politicians of the land.

Jay Cooke also envisaged a Crédit Mobilier plan for the physical reconstruction of the South, but the intense political debates of 1866 frustrated the efforts of John Sherman to introduce a bill for federal participation in the plan.58 At that time a private concern for the same purpose was founded by Duff Green, an original director of the Pennsylvania Fiscal Agency, and his son Benjamin C. Green. Entitled the American Industrial Agency, the Greens’ organization advertised itself as ready to provide land, capital, and labor for undertakings in all branches of industry, transportation, and agriculture through “corporate powers and franchises more extensive and valuable than those of the CREDITS FONCIER AND MOBILIER of France.…”59 Benjamin Green went to great lengths to enlist the National Labor Union in his scheme.60

Aside from the Crédit Mobilier, the only effort to create a central directing body for economic promotion which succeeded in linking itself with governmental activities was the American Emigrant Company. Henry Carey himself interested a number of Philadelphia wholesale iron merchants in pooling their efforts with those of a group of New England speculators in Western lands to create a single development agency which could provide entrepreneurs with both land from the public domain and labor from Europe. After the company was chartered by Connecticut in 1863, it turned to the federal government for funds to help move European workers to the United States.61 A special committee of the House under Elihu B. Washburne studied the problem and issued a recommendation in 1864 based largely on the advice of Secretary of State William H. Seward. The Secretary argued that the country stood in desperate need of labor, while the Old World was crowded with potential emigrants who could not afford to come. The obvious solution, government payment for their transportation, was out of the question because the costs of the current war prohibited it and because European governments would take it as a hostile act. Thus indirect methods had to be used. Let merchants, farmers, and miners advance the money, Seward advised, while the government assisted their search for labor and in some way underwrote the private risks.62

Congress passed “An Act to Encourage Immigration” in July 1864. The measure established a commissioner of immigration and set him up in an office which he shared with the American Emigrant Company. American consuls in Europe were authorized to act as hiring agents for employers in the United States. Instead of providing the funds the company had wanted, Congress declared valid contracts made by immigrants in foreign countries pledging their wages for a term not to exceed twelve months, to repay the cost of transportation to America. This contract was to be registered with the commissioner and to operate as a lien upon any land or other property acquired by the immigrant until the obligation was liquidated. Upon the recommendation of both the Washburne committee and President Lincoln, such immigrants were specifically exempted from the wartime draft.63

In this particular effort at “the organization of work,” moving labor rather than capital to the points where industry needed it became the point of emphasis. Abiel Abbot Low, president of the New York Chamber of Commerce, reported to that body at the beginning of 1865 on the work of the American Emigrant Company. Arguing that the war and the tariff had provided the “protection and encouragement which our manufacturers needed,” he predicted a vast national demand for labor. Ecstatically, he heard the “call for labor” wafted “on every breeze, from the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevada, from the mountains and valleys of Pennsylvania and Michigan, from California, Oregon, Idaho, Colorado, Iowa, Ohio, Illinois, and other States, where lie buried the gold and silver, lead, iron, copper and vast beds of coal, underlying the rich prairie lands and mountains of the West; where, too, are found subterranean deposits of petroleum, enough to illuminate a world.”64

But like the Crédit Mobilier, the Emigrant Company was designed as a collective effort of businessmen with government aid. In more than half a dozen European states it established agencies which contracted with workmen and assisted others who were able to pay their own way, at a fee to prospective employers of ten dollars apiece for skilled artisans, six dollars for railroad and agricultural labor, and five dollars for boys and women who would work as domestics and farm workers. American consuls in Europe, at the urging of the Secretary of State, aided this work. During the law’s first two years of operation, the commissioner of immigration registered 311 contracts, but the agents of the company inspired many more laborers who emigrated with their own resources.65

The company soon roused the anger of several trade unions, not because it effected a mass influx of newcomers to the American labor market, but because it directed Europeans to the scenes of several important strikes to replace men who had walked out. Commissioner of Immigration E. Pershine Smith wrote to Henry Carey in 1866 that he was disturbed by the “continued success of strikes by workmen of almost all kinds,” and wished to use his office to correct this trend.66 The company dispatched British ironmolders under contract to break strikes in St. Louis in 1864 and in Chicago in 1865. Coal miners were imported to the Belleville fields of Illinois under the same circumstances early in 1865.67 Prussian and Belgian ironworkers were poured into Pittsburgh by the hundreds during the strike of 1867, with the result that delegates to the National Labor Congress of that year denounced the American Emigrant Company for breaking strikes, bribing European trade unions to participate in its schemes, and devouring western public lands.68

The next year Congress repealed the act of 1864. Although contracting immigrant labor in Europe remained legal for almost two decades more, and United States consuls continued to assist emigration, both the one-year indenture and the office of commissioner of immigration were thereby abolished. The protests of labor probably had little to do with the 1868 action of Congress. More persuasive to the legislators, as Charlotte Erickson has shown, were the reluctance of the legislators to pay the cost of maintaining the commissioner’s office, the eagerness of state immigration agencies to preempt the field, and the difficulties of enforcing the lien contracts made by the immigrants.69 Of 44 weavers brought from Britain under contract in 1868 by the Amoskeag Mills of New Hampshire, for example, ten left the company without repaying the transportation funds it had advanced them.70 The repeal of the act of 1864, in other words, simply meant that the federal government had yielded its part in the effort to direct the flow of immigration in favor of purely private and state efforts. Even Henry Carey concluded that high tariffs and expansionist monetary policies alone would suffice to attract from the Old World all the workmen America could employ.71 Carey still believed the state should play a major developmental role, but he had lost his interest in a quasi-public agency to direct factors of production to the point of social need.

In one sense the Saint-Simonian scheme fell victim in America to the very “Egoism” and disorganization of society which it was intended to remedy. The work of the American Emigrant Company was chronically hamstrung by lack of funds. Private employers proved as tight-fisted as the federal government when it came to contributing money, for, sighed one company leader to Carey: “You know how hard it is to get the iron men to pay anything.”72 To make matters worse, scandal dogged the tracks of the Crédit Mobilier, as federal grants were siphoned off into private pockets. Three or four decades later, the movement of capital to “worthy industrialists” would be highly organized by a handful of investment banking houses. But before finance capital could come to play a directing role in industry it was necessary that the corporation mature as an institution in manufacturing—that the banker might be able to sit on the board of directors of the factory or the holding company. The individualistic entrepreneurs of the 1860’s, however, looked askance at both the corporation and the banker. To preserve the family factory, they sought help from the state in the form of tariff protection, low interest rates, cheap transportation, and sustained demand. The appeal of Louis Napoleon’s economic methods to American manufacturers, however, had evaporated by the end of the decade.

THE LABOR FORCE

In 1869 the New-York Times featured a series of articles surveying the condition of “Our Working Classes.”73 Seeking to explain the proliferation of trade unions and strikes, the author of the series noted that little workshops were “far less common than they were before the war,” and that “the small manufacturers thus swallowed up have become workmen on wages in the greater establishments, whose larger purses, labor-saving machines, &c., refused to allow the small manufacturers a separate existence.”74

At first blush this statement seems to contradict the observation of the preceding section that small manufacturers flourished during the 1860’s. The key to the paradox lies in the definition of the concept “small manufacturer” implicit in the usage of the Times. The article which described their eclipse continued: “One capitalist employs five men now where he employed one twenty years ago.…”75 Five employees hardly describes a trust. In fact, this figure is even lower than the national average of the time. What the Times depicted, therefore, was not the waxing of “big business” but the descent of the independent mechanic to the status of wage earner. This loss of independence was characterized by the article as “a system of slavery as absolute if not as degrading as that which lately prevailed at the South. The only difference is that there agriculture was the field, landed proprietors were the masters and negroes were the slaves; while in the North manufacturers is the field, manufacturing capitalists threaten to become the masters, and it is the white laborers who are to be slaves.”76

Here was an economic development which left Americans in a quandary. A brief statistical survey will reveal both emerging social patterns and the lack of correspondence between the new society and the rhetoric of the “free-labor system.” In the first place, the number of Americans engaged in nonagricultural production was rapidly approaching that of those devoted to farming. Note the following figures on the distribution of the total labor force:77
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The growing importance of nonfarm occupations, however, did not mean that the society had become largely urban. On the contrary, despite the rapid pace of city growth, scarcely a quarter of the American population was to be found in places of 2,500 or more inhabitants, as the following comparisons reveal.78
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In other words, although the rate of increase of the urban population far exceeded that of the rural, the absolute growth was about the same. The figures suggest that a great deal of American manufacturing took place in country areas—that industrial growth and city growth are not two different measures of the same phenomenon. Furthermore, much of the resident laboring population of the great cities consisted of day laborers in commerce and transportation, while many skilled mechanics in such areas as Boston and Philadelphia commuted to work daily or weekly from homes outside the city. The ubiquitous American boardinghouse catered as much to such artisans as to newly arrived immigrants.79 At the other extreme, as late as 1878 a Three-Little-Pigs-type morality story about “typical workingmen” in New England could depict a shoe worker, a carpenter, and a quarryman all living in rustic surroundings.80 Between these poles were many small factory towns, or clusters of towns, often adjacent to major cities, such as Manchester, Birmingham, East Birmingham, Monongahela, Lawrenceville, and the other communities ringing Pittsburgh and Allegheny City. Even in Massachusetts, where half the population inhabited towns of more than 10,000 by 1870, the most formidable growth was evident in the interior towns like Worcester, Lowell, Holyoke, Lynn, and Fall River.81 These phenomena of rural or quasi-rural residence among workmen and industrial growth removed from the great cities profoundly influenced both the shape of the labor movement and local reactions to it. The labor-reform association which banded workingmen of diverse trades into a single body was a natural outgrowth of the dispersal of industry itself. So too, as Herbert Gutman has argued, “the social environment in the large American city after the Civil War was more often hostile toward workers than was that in the smaller industrial towns.… The ideology of many nonworkers in these small towns was not entirely hospitable toward industrial, as opposed to traditional, business enterprise.”82

With these considerations in mind, it will not be difficult to grasp the fact that the America of 1870, largely rural though it remained, was already predominantly a nation of employees. Insights into the changes taking place in society may be gleaned from the ninth census of the United States. This study, directed by the pioneer statistician Francis A. Walker, was itself a landmark in American intellectual history, being the first national survey to pay close and detailed attention to the occupations of the people.83 Because the census of 1860 was extremely crude and vague in comparison to that of 1870, it is not possible to draw a meaningful picture of trends over the decade. Even in the ninth census employers and employees are by no means clearly distinguished. A category such as “blacksmiths” or “draymen, hackmen, teamsters, &c.” embraced many self-employed artisans as well as many hirelings. Director Walker himself complained that the flexibility of occupations in America and the multiplicity of dual listings in the returns, such as “blacksmith and miner,” made precise classification impossible.84

Still more difficulties are inherent in the census figures. First, one must not (as is all too often done) identify industrial wage earners with the census category “manufactures, mining, and mechanical industries.” On one hand, of the 2,707,421 who fell into that classification at least 62,766 were clearly employers. On the other hand, among the 2,684,793 people in “professional and personal services” were 1,031,666 “laborers, (not specified)” and an equal number of other wage earners, mostly domestic servants.85 Secondly, a review made of the ninth census data at the time of the 1940 census discovered grave errors in the work of Walker’s staff. More than a million Southerners were never counted at all, and since most of them were involved in agriculture, this oversight led to a severe underestimate of the farm sector of the work force. The error was compounded by the fact that almost 60 per cent of those classed “laborers, (not specified)” turned out to have been farm laborers.86

Despite these impediments, it is possible to draw a crude outline of the 1870 American social structure from the census figures. Careful perusal of each category in the revision made in 1940 discloses some remarkable social patterns. Of the 12.9 million people in all occupations, only 1.1 million (8.6 per cent) can be listed as nonagricultural employers, corporation officials, and self-employed producers or professionals. Thus the business and professional elites, old and new, totaled less than one tenth of the nation’s economically active population. In agriculture there were just over three million farmers, planters, and other independent operators—not quite one fourth of the gainfully employed. When these groups are combined it is seen that during this age which held the independent entrepreneur to be the typical American, only 4.24 million (32.9 per cent) were actually employers or self-employed. More than 4.9 million men, women, and children (38.4 per cent) were wage earners in industry, transportation, and service occupations. Of this group, 387,559 were office clerks, salesmen, saleswomen, and others who would now be called “white-collar workers.” Another 3.7 million Americans (28.7 per cent) were agricultural wage earners, located mostly, though by no means entirely, in the South. In short, 67 per cent of the productively engaged Americans were dependent for a livelihood upon employment by others. Industrial manual workers, or what would now be called “blue-collar labor” (manufacturing, transportation, and service wage earners minus white-collar workers and domestics), numbered just over 3.5 million souls, or 27.4 per cent of the gainfully employed.87

The fact that two out of three productively engaged Americans were hirelings posed an ideological dilemma for the free-labor system. Americans associated liberty with the ownership of productive property. Its opposite—lack of property—was thus a form of slavery, and in fact the phrase “wage slavery” enjoyed widespread and respectable use at mid-century.88 But what a paradox for the “free-labor system” to generate “wage slavery”! It could be resolved only on the supposition that all wage earners were free to escape that status. Such an event was that escape for young Andrew Carnegie that he still recalled the ecstasy of the moment half a century later: “From the dark cellar running a steam engine at two dollars a week, begrimed with coal dirt, without a trace of the elevating influences of life, I was lifted into paradise, yes, heaven, as it seemed to me, with newspapers, pens, pencils, and sunshine about me.… I felt that my foot was upon the ladder and that I was bound to climb.”89 Climb he did, to the ultimate success fifteen years later when he could proudly declare: “Thenceforth I never worked for a salary.”90

Americans believed that the workman contracted his hire of his own free will, and by inference, was at liberty to reject unsatisfactory terms. The master-servant relationship of the eighteenth century which had made breach of contract by the hireling a criminal offense had long since been abandoned in the United States. Abram Hewitt, speaking as an employer, told Parliament that he considered such legislation “very undesirable.”91 No man could or should be assigned by law to a position of dependence upon another, went the doctrine of the free-labor system, for that was the essential crime of slavery. This was Lincoln’s argument when he praised the social order which offered every man hired “to help” another the opportunity to rise to the position of employer. Extending this reasoning, Lincoln declared: “If any continue through life in the condition of the hired laborer, it is not the fault of the system, but because of either a dependent nature which prefers it, or improvidence, folly, or singular misfortune.”92

The failure of the dominant American ideology to come to grips with the fact that the growth of manufacturing necessarily creates far more employees than it does employers led, in other words, to an ambivalent attitude toward the workingman himself. On the one hand, the “honest mechanic” was still regarded as a virtuous figure. On the other, since it was assumed that a “free” system rewards honorable toil with advancement, something evidently was lacking in the character of those who failed to rise. Labor reformer Ira Steward put the question rhetorically: “Are Abraham Lincoln, Andrew Johnson, and N. P. Banks honored because they once toiled with their hands, or because they were fortunate enough to lift themselves into a position where it was no longer necessary?”93 Few Americans could bring themselves to dismiss the “wage slaves” as canaille or Pöbel in the fashion of the contemporary European bourgeoisie, but many could agree with Horace Greeley that the “crushers” of the workmen were not the capitalists but drink, prostitution, and gambling.94 And many more imputed these vices especially to Negroes or Irishmen, attributing to these groups a congenitally “dependent nature.”

The belief that “manual labor is disreputable,” argued a New Yorker, skewed the urban economy by placing a special premium on white-collar positions. Craftsmen had to be imported from Europe, he declared, because Americans all wanted to be clerks, professionals, or bosses, or to drive something. Thus, despite the fact that masons earned more than twice as much as clerks, his city had four times as many clerks as masons.95 The complaint was echoed from Philadelphia, where the Public Ledger editorialized: “As there are but few thorough workers, so there are but a few thoroughly learning a trade compared with the demand; but our young men ‘take up’ this or that ‘genteel’ occupation while the lives and comforts of the whole community are wrecked by all sorts of incompetence.”96 And from Boston came agreement: “Our shops are full of stalwart young men, retailing gimp and taffeta, while our young women are ruining themselves … [in] the cotton mill. A lower grade of the sex masculine, disgusted with the duration and low esteem of labor, crowd every easy means of living without work, from rum selling to peddling pins and needles.”97

While these statements accurately describe the values of the period, they leave the misleading impression that all manual labor was performed by women or immigrants. In the country as a whole there were more native-born American men working at the building trades alone than all the men and women, native-born and foreign-born, working as clerks, bookkeepers, sales personnel, and peddlers.98 On the other hand, women did play a major role in the urban-industrial economy. In 1870 one out of every four wage earners in nonfarm occupations was a woman. To be sure, 70 per cent of these women were domestic servants, but the 368,266 women among the industrial manual workers constituted over 10 per cent of the group. More than four fifths of the women in industry worked for firms which fabricated wearing apparel. This complex of enterprises (spinning, weaving, tailoring, sewing, shoemaking, glovemaking, hatmaking, and so on) employed 19.3 per cent of the manual wage earners, and 45.4 per cent of these were women.99 They enjoyed the lowest wages and often the harshest conditions on the American industrial scene.

The supply of working women remained abundant, however, because in New England and the middle states, women between the ages of fifteen and thirty so far outnumbered men of the same age that, despite the surplus of males under fifteen and above thirty, there were some 250,000 mature women who had to support themselves.100 Having already been assigned by society to make clothing at home, they readily swarmed into the clothing workshops. But the hundreds of thousands who became mantua-makers, milliners, and sewing-machine operators found their produce facing competition from the weekly wagonloads of needlework put out by contractors to the wives and daughters of neighboring farmers.101

The low wages paid women were often justified on the grounds that a woman had only herself to support, in contrast to the man, who presumably supported a family. In textiles, however, few families could enjoy a subsistence income unless every member worked. Thus in Massachusetts mills 13 per cent of the labor force consisted of children under sixteen years of age, while in Pennsylvania the proportion of children in that industry rose to 21.8 per cent, and in South Carolina to 29 per cent.102 The following items culled from the Help Wanted columns of a leading Philadelphia newspaper would indicate that family hiring was commonplace in textiles:


Wanted—THREE FAMILIES WITH AT least four members each who are skilled workers in a Cotton Spinning Mill where the “Danforth” Spinning Frame is used. Good new stone Houses, with gardens, furnished at moderate rent. Apply to RICHARD THATCHER, Darby, Penna.103

SPINNERS, WITH FAMILIES—WANTED—One or two good Jack Spinners, with large families, suitable for work on worsted spinning frames, cards, spooling, or twisting machines, to work in a woolen mill in the country, seven miles from the city. Spinners without such families need not apply. A widow woman would find employment for such a family.… E. HEY & BROS’. MILLS, on the Darby creek, Delaware county, Pa.104



Alternative sources of employment for women were scarce and seldom attractive. The famous department store of A. T. Stewart in New York employed 800 women by the late 1860’s. At first, Stewart, like most “respectable employers” of the age, secluded his women employees from the view of passers-by, but gradually, with daring spirit, he began to employ “American ladies of refinement and culture” selling behind counters right out in public.105 Other pioneering women made their way into print shops, telegraph offices, and light manufacturing to compete with male clerks and artisans, but their numbers were tiny compared to those in the metropolitan lofts sewing hoop skirts or shirts, or laundering and dyeing clothes. The introduction of the cigar mold, eliminating the need for both skill and strength in twisting and breaking filler leaves, opened the way for the number of women cigar makers to leap, between 1860 and 1870, from 731 to 21,409 (eight times the number of men in the trade). The kitchen, the great textile mill, and the sweatshop, then, were the sponges soaking up the women in the labor force; but they represented a substantial proportion of national production in the 1860’s.106

Immigrants constituted only one third of the nation’s industrial workers in 1870. More than 3.3 million of the society’s nonfarm wage earners (66.6 per cent of the total) were native-born Americans. Even excluding white-collar and domestic workers, the proportion of natives remains about the same (65.1 per cent). To identify workman with immigrant, therefore, is incorrect. In a typical sample of 20 industrial workers drawn from the nation as a whole, one would have found 13 born in the United States, two or three in Ireland, two in German states, one in England or Wales, and one or two in Sweden, British North America, France, Scotland, China, or some other land. By and large, the two million German and Irish peasants who had flocked to the United States between 1847 and 1856 were found in the bottom strata of unskilled labor. Yet there was no simple promotional ladder in industry bearing different ethnic groups on successive rungs. The majority of common laborers in the country as a whole were native-born, while New York City had 12 immigrant laborers for every American counterpart. Although the foreign-born outnumbered the natives in the woolen and cotton mills of Massachusetts, the proportions were sharply reversed when such manufacture in the rest of the nation was considered. In fact, of the 35 occupational categories showing foreign-born majorities, only mining was among the large industries (152,107 miners, of which 94,719 were foreign-born), and only three others had more than 20,000 workers apiece—bakers, cigar makers, and marble and stone cutters.107

The Irish were scattered too broadly over the face of American manufacturing to be the majority group in any major industry. Although most of them were common laborers, a large proportion had learned trades in America. Starting as helpers in rolling mills or laborers in mines and construction, they had become puddlers, miners, and carpenters. The Germans were somewhat different. Clustered together in a smaller range of occupations, they equaled or surpassed the numbers of native workmen in bakeries, bronze shops, copper works, fur shops, upholstering firms, and piano-making companies, not to mention breweries. In short, Germans provided both laborers and large numbers of artisans in traditional handicrafts. The Englishmen and Welshmen were the industrial immigrants par excellence, possessing critical skills in the most modern of industries. They could mine anthracite faces, be the best iron puddlers and mule spinners, operate the new machine tools, and frequently act as foremen over native American operatives. Few in number compared to natives, Irishmen, and Germans, the Britons remained key men.108

The massive influx of Europeans during the late forties and early fifties fanned the furious pace of American industrial growth. Although the years of economic hardship and war between 1856 and 1865 had slowed the pace of immigration, the earlier tempo was revived with the restoration of peace. Already in the year between October 1, 1866, and September 30, 1867, the commissioner of immigration reported that 327,183 people had crossed the Atlantic or Pacific to America.109 Immigrants tended to cluster in cities along the lines of water transportation, following in reverse the routes of commercial export. More than two thirds came through the receiving station at Castle Garden, New York, and the majority of those landing there in the first half of 1867 settled within the boundaries of New York State. Others flowed through Quebec, Boston, Baltimore, Chicago, and the New Orleans–St. Louis route.110

The abundant supply of cheap labor attracted manufacturing to these centers of commerce. Thus, among the New York City workers in manufacturing were 93,160 immigrants and only 52,125 native Americans. Similarly, in Chicago, where 34 per cent of the native-born were employed in trade and only 26 per cent in manufacture, the immigrants in the factories and mills outnumbered the natives by more than two to one. In Cleveland two fifths of the population had come from abroad. The foreign-born fifth of Baltimore’s inhabitants were converting that city into a manufacturing center for the first time. In St. Louis more of the workingmen had been born in Germany than in the United States. There, as in Chicago, Germans provided the bulk of the craftsmen. Of the nation’s six largest cities only Philadelphia had more native-born workmen than immigrants in manufacturing. It was, therefore, from the vantage point of the big city that the working classes appeared to be made up overwhelmingly of foreigners.111

Adjustment to the new country could be a bewildering experience. Unscrupulous boardinghouse runners, confidence men, “crimps,” and (during the war) recruiting agents swarmed Castle Garden ready to relieve the greenhorn of his scanty savings, entrain him for a distant job which often turned out to be a mirage, lure him into the care of a “friendly” boardinghouse keeper, or ship him off to a southern battle-front, of course pocketing a share of the immigrant’s enlistment bounty. Some Europeans, like Anton Probst, defendant in a celebrated Philadelphia murder trial, enlisted and deserted more than once, wandered from job to job in both town and country, and ultimately became ensnared in crime. Others in time became homesick and returned to their native lands. John Wilson, a skilled British coal miner who eventually became the leader of the Durham Miners’ Association and Labour Member of Parliament, was a case of this type. Wilson successfully evaded the Castle Garden “crimps”; clung resourcefully to his assets of fifty dollars; moved from one coal field to another, following the work; took part in one strike (his English upbringing had not prepared him to see pistols used to ward off strikebreakers); but never failed to obtain work for long. Yet despite the fact that he considered American mine conditions preferable to the British pit rows, eventually he simply wanted to go home. The English hatter and author John Burn reacted more vehemently to America: he was disgusted with everything in the country.112

Most immigrants, however, not only remained in their new homeland, but blended into the scenery with amazing rapidity. British craftsmen, often mere boys when they arrived, struggled side by side with their American fellow workmen to establish trade unions, cooperatives, and friendly societies, many of them closely modeled on those in the old country. John James of Scotland, for example, was twenty-six years old when he came to the United States, but he already had sixteen years’ experience as a coal miner and trade unionist. Arriving at his first job only to find the men on strike, he moved immediately on to Illinois, where he helped found a union, a chapter of the Good Templars, and a temperance society.113

German and Irish nationalists unhesitatingly embraced American nationalism. As early as 1846 German newcomers, led by Hermann Kriege, had rallied to the banner of “Manifest Destiny” and marched off to fight Mexico with an enthusiasm equal to that demonstrated by their brothers two years later in the cause of German unification. The latter, fleeing Prussian reaction in their turn, gradually gave up all hope of returning home and plunged into the political and economic life of their adopted country.114 “Your greatest handicap,” Frederick Engels admonished Joseph Weydemeyer, who hoped to activate his fellow refugees in New York, “will be the fact that the useful Germans who are worth
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