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For the thousands of women and men who did the hard work of reforming and reshaping the United States during the Progressive Era, and to those who are fighting to preserve that reform and protect American democracy today
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CHAPTER 1 [image: ] The Very Wealthy

On a cold January night in 1893, Mrs. Caroline Astor held a ball at her mansion on Fifth Avenue in New York City (on the exact spot where the Empire State Building stands today). She’d hosted the ball on the third Monday in January every year for more than two decades. Astor chose her guests from a list of the wealthiest people in New York. The Four Hundred, as they were known (though it wasn’t clear exactly how many names were really on the list and Mrs. Astor didn’t invite everyone at once, anyway), had more to offer than wealth alone. They were people who knew how to dress, what to say, and what not to say. They knew which of the gold-plated forks beside their gold-plated dishes to use first. They knew how to treat the servants, who wore velvety green coats with the made-up Astor coat of arms stamped on the buttons—the servants who brought out platter after platter of quail, partridge, truffles, terrapin, and more. In other words, these guests followed all the rules of New York Society. Who decided what those rules were? Mrs. Caroline Astor, of course.1

It took a lot of time and effort—as well as money—to earn a place on Mrs. Astor’s list. And many of the Four Hundred admitted privately that the Astor parties were long and boring. So why did they all want an invitation? They wanted to see who else had been invited and to impress their fellow guests who saw them there. Perhaps strike a business deal. Maybe find a potential husband for their daughter. And so they arrived wearing very expensive suits or gowns, the women adorned in furs and feathers and jewelry. Lots of jewelry. But never as much jewelry as Mrs. Astor herself.

Caroline Astor was a plumpish woman who liked to stand very straight, chin held high, in front of an enormous portrait of herself as her glittering guests entered her home. She often wore a diamond tiara and a large diamond pin once owned by Marie Antoinette, the one-time queen of France. The queen who went to the guillotine during the French Revolution, partly because she’d been accused of spending France’s wealth on herself. But Marie Antoinette’s jewels weren’t quite enough for Mrs. Astor. The leader of New York society added diamond and pearl bracelets and necklaces—some of them fake—to her outfit as well. One woman described her as “a walking chandelier.”2 A walking chandelier worth millions.

[image: An oil portrait of Caroline Astor by Carolus-Duran, 1890, shows her standing in a dark gown with puff sleeves, pearls, and fan before muted backdrop indoors.

]
Caroline Astor’s portrait, 1890

New York City was home to half the nation’s four thousand millionaires during the late 1800s (many of them would be billionaires in today’s money). The rest were spread out in cities across the country. Some were quiet about their wealth. But many others did everything they could to be sure other people saw just how rich they were. One writer called that behavior “conspicuous consumption.”3 Mark Twain called the time period the “Gilded Age.”

Imagine it. A millionaire in Baltimore had a gold-plated (gilded) bathtub and toilet.4 The wife of another millionaire held a huge party for her dog. She bought the furry fellow a $15,000 (over $450,000 today) collar for the occasion.5 A man in New York invited seventy people to dinner at the finest restaurant in the city. He paid $10,000 to have a lake built in the middle of the thirty-foot-long dining table. He then brought in live swans to glide gracefully back and forth in front of the guests. Unfortunately, the birds didn’t understand what an elegant event the dinner was supposed to be—they spent most of the mealtime fighting with one another. Feathers flew as the diners tried to eat the sumptuous meal.

Other millionaires hosted costume balls where guests spent thousands on their outfits. Most of them dressed as kings and queens from every place and time, and wore actual jewels in their crowns. Many of these rich Americans were the descendants of people who had fought in the American Revolution. A bloody revolution to be rid of kings. Why would they now imitate royalty?

Parties were just one way to show off wealth. Houses were another. Mrs. Astor’s ballroom and a table that could seat two hundred people were only the beginning. Many of the very rich in New York and other big cities built their own grand mansions. How grand? Some had over one hundred rooms. Masterpieces of art and sculpture (as well as expensive pieces with little artistic value) filled parlors and halls and ballrooms and galleries. At least seven individual members of the Vanderbilt family—one of the richest families in the world at the time—owned mansions along Fifth Avenue in New York. George W. Vanderbilt built a home in Asheville, North Carolina, that required over a thousand workers and six years to complete. The house had thirty-five bedrooms, forty-three bathrooms, and sixty-five fireplaces. Think of the trees those fireplaces consumed.6 Vanderbilt hired more men to work in agriculture and forestry on his 125,000-acre estate than the US Department of Agriculture hired throughout the entire country at that time.7

Of course, one mansion wasn’t enough for a lot of millionaires. They built seaside summer homes and sailed to them on their private yachts. Others traveled in privately owned railway cars to these summer “cottages.” Cottages far bigger than the White House. Multimillion-dollar cottages that sat empty most of the year.

[image: A photo of Mrs. Astor’s gallery-ballroom with salon-style paintings, ornate ceiling, statue, rugs, antique seating arrangements, and plants indoors.]
Mrs. Astor’s gallery-ballroom, 1897

How much money did these upper-crust Gilded Age people have? The millionaires and almost-millionaires who made up the richest 1 percent of Americans in 1890 owned over 50 percent of the nation’s wealth.8 Where did all that money come from?

[image: A photo of a grand French Renaissance summer cottage with a mansard roof, arched entrance, balconies, and a wide courtyard beside tall grass and distant trees.]
“Summer cottage,” Newport, Rhode Island, built in 1897 by Caroline Astor’s daughter



Some of the rich, including the Astors and Vanderbilts, inherited their money from parents and grandparents who had made fortunes when the United States was a very young nation. Those ancestors had started businesses and done very well. Unfortunately, many of them—including John Jacob Astor Sr., the first Astor to arrive in the United States—used questionable business practices. Astor, for example, made his money in the fur trade on the West Coast in the early 1800s. He paid Indigenous people very little for the furs they brought to him. He then turned around and sold those furs at enormous prices in Eastern cities like New York and Boston. He also charged very high prices for the goods he sold in his trading posts, knowing that there was no other place to buy necessities. Many people called those business practices ruthless. Astor and other successful businessmen called their tactics smart business.

[image: A photo of J.P. Morgan standing in a dark three-piece suit with watch chain, mustache, and hands in pockets against a plain background wall.]
J. P. Morgan, 1902

Many of the children and grandchildren of these men—such as Caroline Astor’s husband, William—were happy to inherit the family wealth. But they never worked themselves. They just spent their “old money.” Others worked hard and used their inheritance to make more money. J. P. Morgan followed his father and grandfather into the banking business. He increased his wealth, and then financed and organized railroad companies. Morgan also made deals to create the US Steel Corporation, General Electric, and International Harvester. His J. P. Morgan & Co. dominated the banking industry. He even loaned money to the United States government during at least two economic crises. By the 1890s, J. P. Morgan was considered the most important business leader in America.9

Caroline Astor considered families with “old money” worthy of her Four Hundred. But far more American millionaires in the late 1800s had “new money.” Their money came from industries and businesses such as oil and electricity that hadn’t existed a few years earlier. Caroline Astor didn’t approve of that new money. She didn’t like change or the men who were making fortunes from it. But the United States was evolving with astonishing speed in the late 1800s, whether Caroline Astor liked it or not.

Picture what had happened in just a few years.

When Astor, Morgan, and other old-money Americans were children, well over half of white Americans—about nine million people—lived on farms in the nation’s twenty-six states. This was during the 1830s and 1840s. At that time, some three million Black Americans were enslaved and doing agricultural labor in the South. Most Indigenous peoples east of the Mississippi River had lost their tribal lands to white settlement. They’d been forced to move onto reservations or migrate to Canada. But many Native Americans west of the Mississippi River still lived in their traditional ways.

Farm tools and transportation hadn’t changed very much in hundreds of years. A farmer’s son learned to plow, plant, harvest, and drive a horse-drawn wagon just as his father and grandfather and great-grandfather had. “Women’s work” hadn’t changed much either. A girl learned skills from her mother—sewing by hand, baking bread, churning butter, raising vegetables, and so on. About half of free American children (but not enslaved children) had some formal education. More in the North. Fewer in the South. They often got through elementary school before quitting to take on full-time farmwork. Very few boys or girls went to high school, even in places that had high schools. Far fewer went to college.

By the late 1880s, slavery had been abolished and most Native Americans across the country had been forced onto reservations. A majority of Americans still lived in rural areas or small towns. But thousands of young people now left their family’s farms and moved to cities. They wanted new jobs in new industries. Immigrants from southern and eastern Europe flooded into American cities for jobs too. In the far West—California, Oregon, and the Washington Territory—Chinese workers arrived. These immigrants faced the same kind of hostility that earlier groups of immigrants, particularly the Irish, had faced in the 1840s and ’50s.

[image: A photo of Carnegie’s Homestead Steel Plant with blast furnaces, smokestacks, barges, rail tracks, and industrial buildings along a riverbank.]
Blast furnaces, around 1900, at Carnegie’s Homestead Steel Plant in Pennsylvania

The new city folk took jobs in clothing factories, meatpacking or food-canning plants, machine works, glassworks, and more. Others went to huge mining operations in mountain regions and dug miles of underground tunnels and shafts to find coal, iron ore, silver, gold, and copper. Still others found employment in mills producing new kinds of steel. Some worked laying railroad tracks as fast as those steel mills could produce them. Members of the Iroquois or Haudenosaunee nations came to cities too. In New York City in particular, they became ironworkers on high bridges and skyscrapers.

Farmers also did their work differently by the 1880s. They could now join with neighboring farmers to share the cost of enormous steam-powered machines that plowed land and harvested many crops. They could move their crops to faraway markets by train rather than small, slow wagons. Homemakers could buy bread and butter and canned goods at a store instead of making them at home. They could use a sewing machine or even buy ready-made clothing from a department store or catalog. And travelers could cross the entire country by train in four or five days instead of four or five months in a wagon.

The transformation was astonishing. And frightening, at least for some people. Many felt like the earth was shifting under their feet. Others, including the men who became business “tycoons” or “magnates” and made all that new money, embraced the changes. These entrepreneurs took advantage of opportunities in the new economy and made bigger fortunes than even the Astors or Vanderbilts had.



[image: A photo of John Davison Rockefeller in an oval portrait, wearing a suit with a mustache and side-parted hair, gazing slightly right against a dark backdrop.]
John Davison Rockefeller, 1901

John D. Rockefeller—one of the richest men in American history—did not inherit any money. His father was often absent from home, moved the family frequently, and abandoned them in Cleveland, Ohio, when John was a teenager. As the oldest boy in a family of six children, John had to start earning money at a very young age. But Rockefeller managed to finish high school and find a job as a bookkeeper. He was smart, hardworking, and serious, and he moved up the ranks quickly. In his early twenties, Rockefeller and a friend ran a business selling supplies to the US Army during the Civil War. From there, Rockefeller went into the new oil industry (oil had been discovered in Pennsylvania in 1859). Just over ten years later, John D. Rockefeller controlled most of the oil-refining industry in the United States. By 1900, he was worth almost a billion dollars (well over $300 billion in today’s money).

[image: A photo of Andrew Carnegie in a charcoal portrait, wearing a dark suit, bow tie, and full white beard against a dark shaded background.]
Andrew Carnegie, 1906

Andrew Carnegie came to the United States from Scotland at the age of twelve and went to work sweeping floors in a cotton mill. He moved to better and better jobs as his employers saw his talent and ambition and gave him greater opportunities. He made the most of them. Twenty years later, Carnegie dominated steel production and was one of the wealthiest people in the world.

John D. Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, and other industrialists believed that they had earned every bit of their wealth on their own. After all, they’d created new ways of organizing and conducting business. They’d experimented with the best ways to produce new and better materials and goods. They’d found ways to cut costs. They’d invested in new ideas and took business and financial risks. In a short time, they had established the biggest companies the world had ever seen.

Critics could argue that most industrialists also used harsh business practices to buy up or ruin their competitors. They fired anyone who tried to organize workers or demand better conditions. And they happily benefited from the flood of immigrants pouring into the country. Men like Andrew Carnegie could pay their workers extremely low wages because those workers knew that thousands of newcomers were ready to take their jobs if they quit or demanded a higher wage.

However they achieved their success, the tycoons had transformed the United States from a nation of farmers into a powerhouse of industry. They made no apologies for any of their actions. It was just smart business, they said. And they believed they had earned their place as the leaders of industrial empires.

Many Americans looked up to these successful industrialists. They saw them as models of “rugged individualism”—the idea that people are entirely responsible for their own success or failure, no matter their circumstances.

The majority of American people had long believed in individualism. Not everyone could become a millionaire, of course. But men (hardly anyone considered women business-minded in those days) with the right attitude, gumption, and willingness to work hard could do very well. Even perfectly ordinary Americans might travel West and claim good farmland (never fair to the Indigenous people who already lived there, but most white Americans didn’t think much about that). Or they might learn a skilled trade or open a small business. America was the land of opportunity. Wasn’t it? Everyone could be richer than their ancestors were, right? The tycoons certainly thought so. John D. Rockefeller wrote:


The failures which a man makes in his life are due almost always to some defect in his personality, some weakness of body, or mind, or character, will, or temperament.10



In other words, according to Rockefeller, poverty was usually a person’s own fault.



As the twentieth century neared, millionaire American industrialists saw a bright future for their country. A future filled with more and more industry, success, and wealth. But they argued that such a future depended on continuing existing government policies—policies that had allowed their businesses to grow in the first place.

They were talking about the concept of “laissez-faire”—French for “let you do” or “leave alone.” Laissez-faire is a policy of keeping the government out of business affairs. In a laissez-faire economy, the government does not tell businesses what products to make or how to make them. It doesn’t tell businessmen how much to charge for their products. The government does not make rules or safety regulations for factories or mines. It doesn’t tell employers how much to pay workers or how many hours anyone should work. Supporters of laissez-faire practices argue that the government should not be involved in how a business is run. If left alone, they say, business and manufacturing will naturally bring prosperity to the whole country, to everyone.

But while the tycoons said that they believed in laissez-faire policies, they used their profits to buy power and influence in government. They demanded and received free public land for railroads. They drilled oil wells and mined on government-controlled public lands without paying fees. They told members of Congress what laws to write, including tax laws that helped tycoons make more money. Congress obeyed. Members wouldn’t be reelected if they didn’t go along. The tycoons would use their wealth and influence to make sure of it.

Was that laissez-faire? Was the government really leaving businesses alone?



By 1890, no one had more influence on America than business leaders like Morgan, Rockefeller, and Carnegie. Not even the United States government. Those businessmen saw themselves as “captains of industry.” Their attitudes toward work, change, and upper-class society were different from those of the Astors and most other “old money” people. But these industrialists agreed with the Four Hundred that having millions of dollars felt very good. They also agreed with Mrs. Astor and the rest that the conditions, rules, and laws that had made them wealthy and powerful should stay just as they were. They knew what was best for the economy. They knew what was best for the country. There was no need to change the system.

Not everyone thought the way they did.





CHAPTER 2 [image: ] The Working Poor

Many of Mrs. Caroline Astor’s Four Hundred lived in New York City’s Midtown and Upper East Side neighborhoods. So did many of the new-money millionaires. If any of them had strolled south along Fifth Avenue and Broadway, they would have entered a neighborhood known as the Lower East Side. Compared to their neighborhoods, it was another world. In reality, it was home to many of their parlor maids, ladies’ maids, chamber maids, cooks, laundry workers, coachmen, footmen, and grooms. But most of the very rich either didn’t want to know that or didn’t care.

Immigrants had populated much of Manhattan’s Lower East Side for a long time. Lots of immigrants—first Irish and German, then Italian and eastern European Jews. How many immigrants? The Lower East Side was the most densely populated, crowded place on earth in 1893. On average, more than eight hundred people lived in every acre of the neighborhood.1 Picture a football field with eight hundred people living and working and shopping and moving around on it. Over 230,000 people within one square mile (in 2020, there were about 135 people per acre, or 88,000 people per square mile living in the Lower East Side).2

[image: A photo of children gathered beside a dead horse on a cobblestone city street with brick buildings, lamppost, and horse-drawn carriages in the distance.]
New York City children play in gutter near a dead horse, around 1900

On any morning, in any weather, men selling vegetables from carts called out in Russian. Other men and women with wagons of fruit, baked goods, or crafts shouted in German or Yiddish, some in Polish, in Italian, and some in English. Small children played between produce stalls and horse carts. Policemen with Irish accents walked the beat. Pedestrians stepped around garbage bins spilling over with stinking meat and rotting vegetables. The poorest residents kept an eye out for edible scraps in those bins. And everyone dodged piles of manure.

Imagine the scene. New York City had no effective sanitation system or street cleaning until about 1895. This was before automobiles existed, and well over one hundred thousand horses moved through the city daily. They pulled wagons, carts, carriages, fire engines, and more. Each of those horses left some twenty to thirty pounds of manure on the streets every day. Do the math. That’s two to three million pounds of manure in the streets every day (some sources estimate five million pounds of manure per day).

People like Mrs. Astor paid workers to clean the streets in front of their mansions and take away the garbage. Residents of the Lower East Side couldn’t afford to do that. So the mud and manure and garbage sat there, attracting flies and rats and germs.

Most of the people in the Lower East Side lived in tenement apartment buildings that lined the streets. The buildings were four or five stories high with no elevators. The thirty or more people living in the four small apartments on each floor all shared one toilet built into a closet in the hallway. Many buildings didn’t even have that. Residents from all the apartments in a whole building often shared two or three outhouses in the tiny backyard. That was where the only water spigot was too. Residents had to take a bucket down to the yard and haul it back upstairs again every time they needed water.

[image: A photo of a crowded market street with pushcarts, horse-drawn wagons, tram tracks, brick buildings, and storefront awnings in a busy city.]
Hester Street, the Lower East Side, 1902

Think about how easily disease spread in those conditions—no matter how hard anyone tried to keep their homes and families clean. Worse, apartments at the back of the building faced the outhouses and alleys where garbage attracted rats. It’s estimated that one in five babies in those rear tenements died before reaching their first birthday.3 Tuberculosis, a lung disease, and cholera, an intestinal disease, spread everywhere.

The tenement apartments had no heat other than a coal stove (air-conditioning didn’t exist at the time), and light and air came from just two windows at one end of each apartment. Some buildings had no windows at all, and the only air came through a center shaft. Those shafts were terrible fire hazards, but it was an inexpensive way to build, and there were no fire codes for tenement owners to worry about.

Immigrant families pouring into New York from overcrowded ships accepted the jam-packed conditions because they had no choice. They needed to live within walking distance of their jobs in nearby factories or at the docks. Cars and buses hadn’t been invented yet, and even the fare of a few pennies for the trolley was too much for most factory workers. Besides, many immigrants wanted to be near people who spoke their language and shared their culture.

Complaints about the buildings didn’t help as more people in need of a place to live got off the ships or moved to the city from rural areas. If one person didn’t like their tenement, ten more were waiting to take their place. And the very low wages factory owners and industrialists paid meant that most families couldn’t afford anything better even if it did exist.

Who owned these buildings? Sometimes a resident was able to save money and invest in a tenement building. But many more tenements had millionaire owners who never saw the building or the neighborhood or its residents. Caroline Astor’s husband, William B. Astor, owned a large number of tenements in New York City. Those tenements brought the Astors a lot of money when their managers collected rent from poor families every month. Many of the Astors’ wealthy friends owned tenements too. Why didn’t they make the apartments safer or more comfortable or charge less rent? Their goal was profit. And there were no laws or regulations telling owners like Mr. Astor and the others what they could or couldn’t do. So they chose to make as much money with as little cost as possible.



[image: A photo of immigrants crowded on a ship deck with hats, head coverings, lifeboats, rigging lines, and the open sea visible beside the vessel.]
Immigrants on an Atlantic liner, around 1906

Rose Schneiderman was typical of the immigrants who lived in the Lower East Side. She’d arrived in New York City at the age of eight. Born in Poland (part of the Russian Empire at the time), Rose had gone to Hebrew school and attended a Russian elementary school before her parents decided to emigrate to the United States. Jewish people in the Russian Empire faced terrible prejudice and discrimination (anti-Semitism). The Schneidermans wanted a better life. They wanted a level of education and opportunity for their children that didn’t exist in their home country.

Sadly, Rose’s father died just two years after they settled in New York—right around the time Mrs. Astor was preparing for her 1893 ball. The family quickly fell into poverty, even though Mrs. Schneiderman worked as a skilled seamstress. No matter how many hours she worked, she couldn’t support her four young children. Finally, she made the difficult decision to put the children in a Jewish orphanage rather than see them go hungry. She hoped it would be a temporary solution to her problems. But imagine how that must have felt to Rose and the younger children. How could their mother leave them with strangers? Would she come back?

[image: A photo of New York City tenements with fire escapes, crowded clotheslines, brick buildings, and distant smokestacks beneath an overcast sky.]
New York City tenement yard, 1900

Rose did her best to care for her siblings at the orphanage. When they reunited with their mother sometime later, she continued to look after them while Mrs. Schneiderman worked all hours. Even so, money was still a problem and Rose had to quit school as soon as she finished the sixth grade at thirteen. She found a job in a department store and began work. A few years later, she moved to a job in a cap factory, part of the garment industry—New York City’s biggest business.

Factories and “sweatshops” in New York produced over 50 percent of all the ready-made clothing sold in the United States.4 In tenement sweatshops, men, women, and sometimes children—some as young as five or six—worked all day at sewing jobs in the same small apartments where they lived. They crowded around a table or sat on beds or stools, straining their eyes in the dim light. Employers gave the homeworkers fabric, told them what to make, and paid the workers for each piece of clothing they completed. But even with five or six people working ten or more hours a day, there was never enough money. So people worked late into the night if they could find light. They worked when they were ill. And many families had to rely on their children to help with the sewing or take care of younger siblings instead of going to school or playing or anything else. The money still wasn’t enough.

[image: A photo of Miss Rose Schneiderman in a headshot portrait with center-parted wavy hair, dark collared dress, and plain light background.]
Miss Rose Schneiderman, between 1909 and 1920

Factory work like the kind Rose Schneiderman did for a bigger garment business probably meant brighter light and a more efficient work surface. But the hours and pay weren’t much better than a home factory. And bigger businesses usually had strict rules against talking, taking breaks, and the like. Those garment factories in New York hired thousands upon thousands of workers. Keeping wages low for everyone—and especially low for women and children—meant bigger profits for business owners. The owners could offer such low wages because if someone didn’t want the job, a thousand more people were eager for any kind of work.

[image: A photo of garment workers sewing clothing inside a crowded tenement room with a stove, hanging laundry, wooden furniture, and piles of clothes.]
Garment workers, 1913

[image: A photo of a family finishing garters around a table with sewing machine, piles of garters, hanging clothes and children working indoors together.]
Jewish family working on garters in kitchen



Other cities had their own dominant industries. In Chicago, slaughterhouses and meatpacking plants hired more workers than any other business. Magnates like Gustavus Swift and Philip Armour made fortunes with those trades. But the stockyards, slaughterhouses, and plants were dangerous, unhealthy places to work. Places where men and boys lost fingers, or hands, or their lives. In Atlanta, it was cotton mills and iron foundries, though agriculture dominated most of the South. In Evansville, Indiana, the largest factories and plants made farming equipment and wagons. And Pittsburgh’s biggest industry was steel.

[image: A photo of a young woman tending spinning machines filled with thread bobbins inside a factory with wooden floors and tall arched windows.]
Cotton mill, Texas, 1913

At the Carnegie Steel Company, men worked twelve hours a day, seven days a week, with one day off each year—the Fourth of July. Overheated men drank whole buckets of water as they shoveled coal into giant blast furnaces. They wore wooden shoes because the heat was so intense that it melted leather. They wrapped their faces and necks in water-soaked scarves. Even so, the heat seared their lungs and blackened and blistered their skin. In return for eighty hours of dangerous labor a week, they made about ten dollars, a bit more than other mills paid.5 It was enough to buy basic food for a family, but not nearly enough to also pay for a decent place to live. Even so, Carnegie instructed the men who ran the company for him to be always on the lookout for ways to cut costs, including wages. That was the case in most industries.

Outside the cities, men and boys traveled as much as a mile underground into mines every day. They worked there for twelve hours, digging for coal, silver, gold, or other metals by lantern light. Picture that. Those miners saw daylight only on Sundays. The rest of their lives were spent in the dark.

Breathing in coal dust or other toxins often led to lung disease and early death. The miners’ widows and young children then faced eviction from the houses they rented from the mining companies. The same thing happened in steel mill towns and any place where the business owned its workers’ housing.

[image: A photo of iron mills beside a river with smoking chimneys, industrial buildings, bridge, trees, and reflection beneath an overcast sky.]
Steel and iron mills, Sharon, Pennsylvania, 1905

Railroad workers, mostly Chinese and Irish immigrants, faced terrible living conditions. They worked in baking heat and bitter cold, often using deadly explosives with almost no protection as they tunneled through mountains. For all that, they experienced constant racial and religious prejudice and discrimination in addition to very low wages.

[image: A photo of miners resting underground beside rail tracks with safety lamps, helmets, and timber supports inside a dim coal mine tunnel.]
Miners 2.5 miles underground, Illinois

In all these industries, a worker who was injured on the job was out of luck. And a lot of workers ended up injured, since there were no laws or regulations requiring safety precautions or equipment. There was no insurance or help of any kind for someone who couldn’t work, either. Even if a faulty machine had caused the injury. Bosses simply hired another expendable worker. Like landlords, business tycoons could do as they pleased.



Where could industrial workers find an opportunity to do well in such circumstances? Could these people—from a child garment worker to a hardened miner—become well-off if only they worked harder? Was it even possible to work any harder than these people did?

[image: A photo of railroad workers laying tracks across a desert landscape with horses, telegraph poles, rail ties, and distant mountains beneath a clear sky.]
End of track, Humboldt Plains, Nevada

Tycoons answered that any worker was free to quit their job and go elsewhere if the situation was so terrible. They could do what earlier Americans had done—go West, or learn a trade and get a better industrial job, or open a small business. But there were several problems with that argument.

Yes, skilled workers sometimes managed to save money and move to better jobs and better housing. Children who could stay in school could advance further when they did start to work. Some immigrants arrived with enough money to start their own businesses and were successful. Their stories encouraged more immigration and gave newcomers hope. For most workers, though, those stories were just dreams. Why?

By the end of the nineteenth century, there was almost no unclaimed land in the West. Once the government had pushed Indigenous people onto reservations, white settlers had flooded into the newly open land. There was no more frontier, no real wilderness waiting to be settled by ambitious newcomers.

Most factory, mill, and mining jobs offered almost no way to move up within the business. And while Carnegie’s employers had helped him along the way because they saw how smart he was and how hard he worked, workers in the new economy (including Carnegie’s steel mills) never even met the men who employed them. Industrialists didn’t notice their workers at all. At the same time, small businesses struggled to compete with the huge corporations that gobbled them up in every industry.

As a result of these changes and the attitudes of tycoons, at least 40 percent of workers in American factories, mills, and stores lived in poverty.6 And more workers were injured or killed in accidents on the job in the United States than almost anywhere else in the world during the late 1800s.7 Workers didn’t know those statistics, of course. But they did know that they were fed up. Many began to question the belief that hard work and good character would bring a person prosperity in the United States. They weren’t alone. Americans who belonged to the new “middle class” were asking the same questions.


[image: ] Then, Now, and In-Between: The Wealth Gap [image: ]




The “wealth gap” is the difference in economic worth between one group and another.

Then: During the late 1800s, the richest 1 percent of American families owned more than 50 percent of the nation’s wealth. It may have been much more, but no one was collecting data at the time. Either way, we can say for certain that the gap between the richest Americans and everyone else was enormous.

Now: Today, governments, credit companies, and banking businesses around the world collect detailed financial information. In 2024, those sources showed that the top 10 percent of households in the US had over 67 percent of the nation’s wealth. The bottom 50 percent of the population shared 2.5 percent of that wealth.8 And three individuals in the US controlled more wealth than the bottom 50 percent of the country put together.9

These particular numbers then and now don’t say anything about the individuals who have or don’t have wealth. They don’t tell us if a person at the top is generous with her wealth or a miser. They don’t say if a successful business owner pays his employees well or not. The numbers don’t tell us if someone near the bottom is lazy or in poor health or chooses to live simply. They also don’t tell us what the effects of a huge wealth gap are. That’s something that economists and politicians argued about more than a hundred years ago. They still argue about it today.

What the numbers do tell us is that the wealth gap of the late 1800s and the wealth gap of today are similar. In both time periods, the difference between the few people at the very top and the millions in the bottom half is gigantic.

In-Between: Has a wealth gap like this always existed? In short, no.

During the late 1800s and early 1900s, the very wealthy constantly controlled at least 40 percent of all the wealth in the United States. But starting in about 1940, the percentage of wealth held by the top 1 percent decreased and continued to decrease for the next thirty



[image: A pie chart is titled “100 dollars to share.” The chart is divided into two segments. The first segment represents “the 1 percent” and has a value of 40 dollars. The second segment represents “the 99 percent” and has a value of 60 dollars.]
[image: A pie chart is titled “200 dollars to share.” The pie chart is divided into two segments. The first segment represents “the 1 percent” and has a value of 50 dollars. The second segment represents “the 99 percent” and has a value of 150 dollars.]
If the wealthiest 1% control 40% of a $100 pie, they share $40 and the other 99% share $60. If the 1% control just 25% of a $200 pie, they share $50 and the 99% share $150. Everyone has more.
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