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			For Chloe and Basheer, who cast their light on different histories

		

	
		
			
				Everybody is Centennializing.

				—Macon Weekly Telegraph
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				We sail a dangerous sea of seething currents, cross and under-currents, vortices—all so dark, untried—and whither shall we turn?

				—Walt Whitman

			

		

	
		
			Preface

			This book began as the story of the greatest cultural event of America’s Gilded Age, the spectacular Centennial Exhibition of 1876, an extravaganza concocted to celebrate the nation’s first century. It quickly grew beyond the fair’s confines to become a book about America itself. Although still rooted in Philadelphia, it travels as far as the Montana prairie, beleaguered hamlets in Reconstruction South Carolina, coalfields and railroad yards, conclaves of politicians and plutocrats, an inventor’s laboratory, and even, briefly, the salons of Rome. The story it tells is peopled with power brokers, rebels, presidential aspirants, terrorists, artists and writers, moguls, engineers, defiant women and patriotic zealots, and both winners and losers in the great American struggle for survival and success. In the triumphs and unfolding crises of 1876, it is possible to see the birth pangs of the modern United States, as the old politics and moral consciousness of prewar America was replaced by a new sense of what it was to be American, and by a renewed, if flawed, promise of greatness to come.

			In the eyes of both its promoters and ordinary Americans, the Centennial stood as a self-conscious metaphor for the nation. It bore testimony to their surging faith in its moral exceptionalism, its glowing future, its industrial might, its new wealth, its sense of cultural superiority, and an unquestioning belief in its destiny. A memorable poster created for the great fair presented a swaggering Uncle Sam bestriding North America and dandling the earth in his hands. A century and a half later, the Centennial offers a panoramic window onto the United States at a watershed in its history, indeed a more revealing one than Americans of that day realized. Unlike most of them, we can also see the darker landscape of social inequities, deepening class conflict, racial shame, and sometimes delusional self-confidence that lay beneath all the triumphalism and hoopla. The Centennial year was only the beginning of an extended period of social and cultural upheaval that would stretch deep into the twentieth century. Beyond the brass bands, bunting, and soaring oratory lay pressing questions about the direction of the country. What was the United States to be in the century ahead? Would its Centennial herald an era of expanding freedom, or the triumph of white supremacy? Would government be cleansed of corruption, or continue to succumb to it? Would resurgent Native tribes succeed in fending off encroaching settlement on the Great Plains? Would the rising tide of workers’ agitation force corporate power to the bargaining table? Would the once-ascendant Republican Party go down to humiliating defeat barely a decade after its triumph in the Civil War?

			I tell the story of that watershed year primarily through four individuals whose lives embodied different facets of the transformation that was taking place in the nation: the rising presidential contender Rutherford B. Hayes, the governor of Ohio; Tom Scott, president of the nation’s largest corporation, the Pennsylvania Railroad, and one of the most powerful industrial moguls of the day; the flamboyant Black sculptor Edmonia Lewis, the most controversial figure to show her work at the Centennial Exhibition; and Alexander Graham Bell, whose new invention, a “speaking device,” was demonstrated publicly for the first time there. The Centennial year included a critical, fiercely contested national election, exposed shocking evidence of collusion between corporate power brokers and public officials, and witnessed the final act of Reconstruction, renewed Indian war in the West, and deepening, soon-to-be explosive labor strife. Seen through the lens of the Centennial, these events form both a rich tapestry of the Gilded Age and a window onto the birth pangs of modern America.

			In 1876, America was still discovering itself. Eighty-five years earlier, Patrick Henry, fearing for the future of the newly born United States, opined to his protégé James Monroe, “Altho’ the Form of Governmt into which my Countrymen determined to place themselves had my Enmity, yet as we are one & all embarked, it is natural to care for the crazy Machine, at least so long as we are out of Sight of a Port to refit.” Since 1791, the nation had changed dramatically. The pastoral world of small farms and isolated hamlets was rapidly evolving into a modern industrial society where factories produced a dizzying panoply of consumer goods, standards of living had dramatically increased, and railroads were reinventing the speed of people’s lives. But the “crazy machine” was still running stronger than ever, its once-fragile gears now firmly meshed, its output more multitudinous than Henry or any of the other Founders had ever imagined. Roiling, tumultuous, and contentious, it was hurtling on toward a future that the men and women of 1876, optimistic as they so often were, could only hazily see.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				

				The Great Fair

			
			★★★★★

			
				Well, Moon, see that the bill is passed; the Centennial must be made a great success.

				—Thomas A. Scott

			

			On the morning of May 10, 1876, Ulysses S. Grant stepped from his overnight quarters on Walnut Street in downtown Philadelphia to be greeted by an escort of brass bands, massed sailors and soldiers, cavalry in horse-tailed helmets, admirals and beribboned major generals, state governors, members of the U.S. Supreme Court, magnates of industry, politicians of every rank and stripe, foreign ambassadors, and the president’s guest of honor, the emperor of Brazil, Dom Pedro II. They were the advance guard of the most spectacular public extravaganza to be mounted in Gilded Age America, the long-anticipated celebration of the nation’s first Centennial a figurative stone’s throw from Independence Hall, where the Founding Fathers had signed the Declaration of Independence. In carriages, on horseback, and on foot the festive cavalcade processed along streets festooned with patriotic bunting and the flags of all nations, through roaring crowds of men, women, and children to Fairmount Park, two miles to the north, which a year’s labor had transformed into a phantasmagorical theater of national glory, vaster and grander than anything ever before seen in America.

			At the park, Grant and his entourage mounted a giant stage to face a crowd that numbered at least 100,000 and perhaps twice that, packed so densely that it was difficult to move without the aid of police. Boys slack-jawed with excitement perched on statues of the Muses. Bishop Matthew Simpson of the Methodist Church offered thanks to God for the nation’s prosperity and progress, for the courage of its Founding Fathers, and for the labor-saving machinery that eased the lives of the toiling masses. An orchestra of 150 musicians played “La Marseillaise,” “God Save the Queen,” the anthems of Brazil, Germany, Russia, the Netherlands, Spain, and a dozen other powers, followed by a specially commissioned march composed for the occasion by Richard Wagner. A thousand-voiced chorus next sang the official “Centennial Hymn” penned by the aged John Greenleaf Whittier, dedicated to “Our fathers’ god, from whose hand the centuries fall like grains of sand”:

			
				Oh! Make Thou us, through centuries long,

				In peace secure, in justice strong.

			

			Then, the popular Quaker poet Bayard Taylor recited his “Song of 1876,” a paean to sectional reconciliation—a vital national concern barely a decade after the Civil War, when the ghosts of 650,000 dead stalked the hearts of Americans North and South:

			
				Waken voice of the Land’s Devotion!

				Spirit of Freedom, awaken all!

				North and South, we are met as brothers!

			

			At last, the president rose. Grant was a man of modest height, more portly than when he ascended to his office seven years earlier, his chestnut hair beginning to go gray. In big gatherings he was stiff, even shy, his voice difficult to hear from a distance. He gripped his speech in his clenched fist. He felt more beleaguered than ever before, shackled to the country’s wounded economy, grimly watching his effort to save Reconstruction sputter for lack of Northern support, embarrassed by the exposure of venality among his trusted advisors, belittled by defectors from his own party, who sneered at him as incompetent or worse. Wherever he turned some new sump of trouble seemed to be concealed. But he never lacked dignity or sincerity, and he soldiered on.

			“One hundred years ago, our country was new and but partially settled,” he began, in that soft voice. To Grant, the frontier, now unfolding far west of the Missouri River, was no abstraction. He was born in an Ohio cabin in 1822, when settlement extended only in patchwork west of the Appalachians and most of the Midwest was still woodland, from which towns were being hacked by main force. “Our necessities have compelled us to chiefly expend our means and time in felling forests, subduing prairies, building dwellings, factories, ships, docks, warehouses, roads, canals, machinery. Most of our schools, churches, libraries & asylums have been established within a hundred years. Burthened by these great primal works of necessity which could not be pretermitted”—that is, delayed—“we yet have done what this exhibition will shew in the direction of rivalling older and more advanced nations in law, medicine, and theology—in science, literature, philosophy, and the fine arts. And now fellow citizens, I hope careful examination of what is about to be exhibited to you will not only inspire you with a profound respect for the skill and taste of our friends from other nations, but also satisfy you with the attainments made by our own people during the past one hundred years.”

			He then declared the Centennial officially open. Cannon boomed. Tens of thousands of voices cheered. As the presidential party descended from the stage, the great choir roared out Handel’s “Hallelujah Chorus.” With Dom Pedro and his family at his side, and senators and congressmen in tow, Grant made his way through the palatial, glass-roofed Machinery Hall, to the foot of the Corliss Engine, the most powerful piece of machinery in the world. At the direction of its inventor, the famous engineer George Corliss, Grant grasped one lever and Dom Pedro the other. In unison, they pulled and the immense iron walking beams began to move and the great wheel began to spin, setting in motion eight miles of shafts, belts, and spindles connected to the hundreds of lesser machines throughout the hall. Gongs clanged, steam whistles shrilled, cannon again boomed, and church bells rang across the city. Those who were there felt that the wheel of history itself had turned before their eyes. A reporter for the Philadelphia Times strained for words: “The obedient looms began their round of six months like an ark of machinery set afloat for a voyage to preserve the creations of man.”

			

			—

			The Centennial Exhibition—sometimes called the Exposition, but most often simply the Centennial—was the most ambitious public event in the nation’s history up to then: a spectacle of industrial might, America’s first World’s Fair, an “Arabian Nights of Modern Times,” as one magazine effusively termed it, evoking an almost magical experience that innumerable visitors would struggle to describe. Harper’s Bazaar quipped that Philadelphia “appears for the nonce to have thrown off her sombre Quaker apparel, and to have ushered in the Centennial with much the air of a venerable old lady endeavoring to execute some difficult steps in the can-can.” Showmanship aside, it marked the country’s first century with an epic celebration of its past and the promise of its future. The roar of the engines and innovations that packed its halls proclaimed that the country could now not only manufacture for itself everything it needed but also sell its burgeoning surpluses to all the world. The Exposition’s menagerie of new farming equipment—giant tractors, harvesters, mechanical planters—foretold the ecological future of the as yet barely settled West, as well as the fate of the still potent Native tribes that blocked the way. A plenitude of works by the nation’s artists challenged the world to take American art seriously. A pavilion designed, built, and staffed entirely by women hoped to upend society’s most basic gendered conventions. Colossal displays of new consumer goods teased the eye and tantalized desire.

			Apart from its dazzling exhibits, the Centennial embodied a stock-taking of the nation’s past as it charged toward new existential challenges. Throughout its first century the nation had labored to knit together its disparate, mutually distrustful parts, fissured by slavery and bitter disagreement over the powers of the central government. Only with the Civil War’s end could Americans begin to feel assured that republican government would truly prevail. That the United States would survive as a nation no one but the most unforgiving former Confederates now doubted; slavery was gone and states’ rights had (or so it seemed to victorious Yankees) been consigned to the dustbin of lost causes.

			If triumphalism was the Centennial’s dominant idiom, beneath its glittering surface it served as a giant kaleidoscopic lens that revealed much about America at one of its most transformative moments, as big money infiltrated government, technology reshaped everyday American life, Black Americans struggled to exercise their hard-won freedom, feminists demanded rights for women, and Native tribes went to war to repel advancing settlement in the West. Although the Centennial celebrated the spread of mechanization in all aspects of American life, it did so in the midst of massive poverty and unemployment, in the third year of the worst economic depression the United Sates had yet experienced. With the bloody violence of the 1871 Paris Commune still stark in Americans’ memories, fear of what people were beginning to call “communism” entered popular speech for the first time. Even as Bishop Simpson spoke in the opening ceremony of the improved lives of working men, in Chicago mobs of bricklayers armed with clubs and pistols were marching for higher wages, miners were striking in Ohio, and less than a hundred miles north of Philadelphia, Irish American labor leaders were on trial for their lives.

			Everyone knew that the future of the country lay at stake in the coming presidential election, barely six months away. The parties readied themselves for what promised to be an epic battle, with the resurgent Democrats pitted against the scandal-ridden Republicans. Even as Americans proclaimed the superiority of their democracy, they felt the country’s political culture and private morality corroding with a new, hustling greed that infected the very institutions that the Centennial celebrated. Describing one notoriously shameless magnate, the society reporter Emily Briggs wrote, “Floating in Congressional waters at all hours of the legislative day may be seen the burly form of [Collis] Huntington, the great, huge devil-fish of the railroad combination. He plows the Congressional main, a shark in voracity of plunder, a devil-fish in tenacity of grip. At the beginning of every session, this representative of the great Central Pacific comes to Washington as certain as a member of either branch of Congress. Every weakness of a Congressman is noted, whilst the wily Huntington decides whether the attack shall be made with the weapon of the male or the female kind.” Revelations of shocking self-dealing tarred prominent members of the administration and Republicans in Congress. Lobbyists handed out wads of cash on the floor of Congress. In Mark Twain’s satirical 1873 novel The Gilded Age, a practiced lobbyist complains, “The fact is that the price is raised so high on a United States Senator now, that it affects the whole market; you can’t get any public improvement through on reasonable terms.”

			America also stood at what a later era would call a racial inflection point. The fate of Reconstruction and of the four million Black Americans also hung precariously in the balance. The previous decade had brought them freedom, citizenship, enfranchisement, and new opportunity. But their future depended on the unlikely possibility of a Republican victory at the polls. Unless Republicans somehow overcame the odds, worried John Sherman, brother of General William Tecumseh Sherman and one of the most consequential men in the U.S. Senate, the Southern states would “soon be organized, by violence and intimidation, into a compact political power”—a solid South—that could dominate the national government for generations to come.

			

			—

			The Centennial Exhibition was conceived as a kind of grand theater of national harmony where Americans could come together again in a performance of patriotic self-affirmation. Its promoters predicted that Shiloh, Antietam, and Gettysburg would be forgotten in the remembrance of Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill, and visions of a common future. The Exhibition’s organizers paired retired Union and Confederate generals at gala events, and named a relative of Robert E. Lee to read the Declaration of Independence on the Fourth of July. African Americans, too, initially had high hopes: A Black member of Congress, Josiah Walls of Florida, effusively declared that the Centennial would undoubtedly “strengthen the bonds which can unite freemen to their native land, and kindle a blaze of patriotic feeling in whose dazzling light all questions of minor differences and all hurtful recollections of past disagreements will be blotted out.”

			But evidence of the shifting public sentiment on race was visible even at the Centennial. Despite plentiful official references to emancipation and equality, Black Americans had been excluded from the Exhibition’s planning and from nearly all the jobs it generated, with the ambiguous, at best, exception of a Southern-themed restaurant, which advertised a band of “old-time darkies” strumming banjos and where Black waiters impersonated slaves. Perhaps significantly, it was the most popular eatery at the Centennial. Frederick Douglass, although invited to sit among the dignitaries on opening day—but not to speak—was initially refused entry to the stage until a U.S. senator personally intervened. Although it was not widely publicized, nativist violence also erupted on opening day, when several Japanese were physically attacked and a Chinese official was nearly stripped of his robes.

			In all, some ten million Americans visited the Centennial, about 20 percent of the country’s population, most of them expecting to be inspired by the country’s achievements and hoping to be uplifted by evocations of its history. There were ordinary Americans of all kinds, war veterans from both North and South, presidential candidates, celebrities ranging from P. T. Barnum to Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and Mark Twain. Foreign visitors numbered in the hundreds of thousands, most famous among them Emperor Dom Pedro II of Brazil, the first foreign head of state ever to visit the United States, who loved the Exposition so much that he often wandered among the crowds in disguise. Most visitors were dazzled with what they found. “We are lost in bewilderment,” exclaimed one thrilled young Philadelphian. “The wealth of the world is before us. Where shall we go first? What shall we do? These are the questions one hears on every side.”

			

			—

			One American was notably omitted from the Centennial’s opening-day lineup: Walt Whitman, in whose pulsating voice the American multitude lived more vividly than in the stanzas of any other poet of the time. His absence was all the more glaring since he lived just three miles from Fairmount Park, across the Delaware River in New Jersey, close enough that from his home near the Camden waterfront he could hear the boom of cannon and the thundering chords of Wagner’s march. Chronically short of money, Whitman had prayed with at least a trace of desperation that official recognition by the Centennial would win him renewed attention and a substantial honorarium. He had submitted to the judging committee a soaring ode, titled “Song of the Exposition,” which he hoped would be read at the opening ceremony:

			
				Here shall you trace in flowing operation,

				In every state of practical, busy movement, the rills of civilization…

				In large calm halls, a stately museum shall teach you the infinite lessons of minerals,

				In another, woods, plants, vegetation shall be illustrated—in another animals, animal life and development.

				One stately house shall be the music house,

				Others for other arts—learning, the sciences, shall all be here,

				None shall be slighted, none but shall be here honor’d, help’d, exampled.

				(This, this and these, America, shall be your pyramids and obelisks,

				Your Alexandrian Pharos, gardens of Babylon…)

			

			The lines were lovely but uninspired. Whitman was striving for respectability. But he was shunted aside anyway in favor of more popular poetic voices whose work was easier for the public to digest than the sometimes disturbing poetry of Leaves of Grass, which continued to define his reputation for most Americans who were aware of him at all. The commission in charge of such selections had chosen hackneyed voices of the romantic sort that Whitman deplored.

			At fifty-seven, Whitman was admired by a few, ignored by most, and living in straitened circumstances if not in the penury that he sometimes claimed. White-haired, his beard as bushy as a patriarch’s, he no longer looked the cocky boulevardier of his early photographs. Often he could not even write because of paralysis. No major house would publish his books. He had hoped that a new Centennial edition of his work would make him independent of his brother’s support, but it flopped. He was a kind of one-man subtext to the Centennial, a sharer in its thrilled celebration of the nation’s history and future, and also a lonely retort to its chest-thumping self-confidence.

			The Centennial embodied all that Whitman loved about America—its muscular optimism, its enthusiasm for experimentation and its aspiration to empire, its celebration of the mechanical and the commercial, and above all its relentless democratizing spirit. In 1871, in a dense, strangely equivocal essay he titled Democratic Vistas, he predicted that before the nation’s next Centennial, in 1976, there would be “forty or fifty great states,” Canada and Cuba among them, with a population of sixty or seventy million. “The Pacific will be ours, and the Atlantic mainly ours. There will be electronic communication with every part of the globe.” But an undertow of doubt had infected his thinking. He was disheartened by his country’s “crudeness, vice, and caprices,” by the “depravity of the business classes,” by a government “saturated in corruption,” by Americans’ “almost maniacal” appetite for wealth. Still, he concluded that democracy was an unstoppable tide, “filling the world with effulgence and majesty,” and would yet be sustained by the birth of a “New Man” whose robust individuality would be, like a well-crafted tool, the “compensating balance-wheel of the successful working machinery of aggregate America.”

			

			—

			Among the dignitaries who joined Ulysses Grant on the Centennial’s opening day, wearing a gleaming silk hat and regal black broadcloth, sat the man millions of Americans expected to become the next president of the United States, New York’s governor, Samuel J. Tilden. Since 1861, the Democrats had been hobbled first by the defection of their Southern members to the Confederacy, and after the war by their premature welcome of former Confederates back into the party fold. They were an ungainly but potent alliance of urban immigrants, small-government Jacksonians, and Southern whites desperate to recapture their states from biracial Republican rule. In this Centennial year, with its lusty extolling of sectional reconciliation, the Democrats expected to finally shed the albatross of their past. Tilden was not a perfect candidate. He was introverted and unmarried, and he lacked the common touch. But all America knew him as the dragon-slayer who had brought down New York’s notorious Tweed ring. He was insulated from manipulation by his party’s bosses by his personal fortune, which he earned as a corporate lawyer in New York, and he was a champion of clean government at a time when the Republicans seemed to be drowning in the political quicksand of corruption.

			All but the most partisan Republicans—and many of them too—feared disaster in the November elections. Having enjoyed a monopoly of power for fifteen years, the onetime party of Lincoln had grown rich and complacent, and was shot through with self-dealing appointees, contractors, and moneymen on whom they fed. The party was dangerously split between stalwart but beleaguered defenders of the administration and disgruntled reformers who were threatening to bolt. In the South, Republican governments in state after state were falling to white supremacist “Redeemers” as terrorism drove Black voters—virtually all of them Republican—away from the polls. In the final year of his presidency, Grant seemed isolated and exhausted. With the Democrats now in control of the House of Representatives, investigations erupted on every side. No one doubted Grant’s personal probity. But his minister to Britain, Robert Schenck, was revealed to have promoted a worthless mining stock and defrauded British investors. Secretary of War William Belknap was found to be selling Indian trading post concessions to the highest bidder and living grandly on the profits. Grant’s personal secretary, Orville Babcock, was entangled in a sordid collaboration with a ring of whiskey distillers, who paid him off with diamonds and cigar boxes stuffed with cash. The Republicans’ woes were compounded by the lingering effects of the catastrophic financial panic that began in 1873, which brought ruin to thousands of businesses and banks, destroyed farm prices, and led to mass unemployment, malnutrition, and homelessness. Democrats smelled blood. “The whole government of the nation has been corrupt—desperately corrupt—and the honor and glory of applying the antidote will belong to you,” General Joseph Hooker encouragingly wrote to Tilden that spring.

			Tilden’s most likely opponent was also sitting on the dais: James G. Blaine of Maine, the combative and charismatic former Speaker of the House of Representatives, who hungered openly for the nation’s highest office. Blaine had rivals, of course. Indiana Senator Oliver P. Morton, a physical wreck but still volcanic with political energy, was an outspoken Radical fiercely supportive of the rights of newly enfranchised Southern Black Republicans. Former Solicitor General Benjamin Bristow of Kentucky was popular with the party’s reform wing for exposing many of the administration’s most venal appointees. Blaine’s most potent challenger, however, was the preening New York spoilsman, Senator Roscoe Conkling, the only one among them who could match Blaine’s magnetism. Mainly in the Midwest, a few politicos were also talking about the well-liked but little-known governor of Ohio, Rutherford B. Hayes, a former Union general and model of teetotaling probity. All were members of a rising generation of Republican leaders who were replacing fiery crusaders like Thaddeus Stevens and Charles Sumner, both now dead, and Ben Butler and Benjamin F. Wade, who had been pushed from office by voters looking for new men to lead the party into the uncertain postwar age. (In Wade’s case, the Democrats had captured the state legislature, which at that time still elected U.S. senators.)

			They operated at a new intersection of power and wealth that was transforming the Republican Party into a machine that barely resembled the idealistic coalition that had captured the White House under Abraham Lincoln in 1860. Republicans were now the party of power. For most of the nineteenth century, the Democrats had dominated all three branches of government. That abruptly ended in 1861, when almost the entire contingent of Southern Democrats decamped to the Confederacy, leaving the fledgling Republicans with enormous majorities in both houses, total control of government patronage, and sudden responsibility for waging a war they hadn’t prepared for.

			Prodigious amounts of money had to be found to sustain the war effort. The army demanded arms, food, uniforms, tents, draft animals, and cavalry horses. Millions of soldiers had to be paid. Entire fleets had to be built for the navy. New industries came into being and old ones metastasized. Railway networks expanded. The production of iron ore doubled. Steel plants proliferated. New oilfields opened in Pennsylvania, and new silver mines in Nevada. The war fostered a new symbiosis between business and government as Congress approved contracts, subsidies, grants, new banking regulations, and tariffs that poured federal largesse into Northern industry and, in return, corporate money into the pockets of pliable legislators and officials.

			Republican policymaking increasingly reflected the interests of industry and Wall Street. Members of Congress became eager partners in investment schemes and were rewarded with bonds and stocks that they were free to sell to their political friends for fabulous profits. In return, moguls and contractors were required to contribute lavish sums for the party’s coffers if they wanted to enjoy friendly legislation. During the 1872 campaign, the Philadelphia financier Jay Cooke complained that he was being ridden “like a free horse” by demands for campaign contributions.

			No industry was more central to the emerging new political dynamic than railroads: They were ever-expanding, incredibly profitable, and glamorous. In less than a generation they had transformed the way Americans lived, traveled, did business, built cities and towns, settled the frontier, and waged war. Countless popular prints celebrated them as the quintessential agents of civilization spreading across the continent in the image of a steaming train, with woodlands, wilderness, and Indians fleeing before it, and farms springing up in its wake.

			The federal entanglement with railroading began with the building of the transcontinental line that, with its completion in 1869, bound California to the rest of the country. Private capital alone was insufficient to shoulder the costs. Legislation granted the railroads a vast amount of land along the right-of-way—eventually 127 million acres—which they were free to sell to settlers, and provided for government loans up to $48,000 per mile, inventing what historian Richard White has termed “hothouse capitalism” by nursing private investment and protecting it from risk. By the 1870s, railroad tycoons were welding together networks of iron that spread weblike across vast regions of the country, employing battalions of lobbyists to squeeze subsidies from Congress. Rival capitalists battled ceaselessly for political advantage, government charters, federal land grants, rights-of-way, and other benefits, transforming party politics as dynamically as it was altering the nation’s physical landscape.

			Amid the constellation of such men, one of the most pitiless was Tom Scott of the Pennsylvania Railroad, godfather to the Centennial, who in the 1860s and 1870s soared like a human meteorite through the expanding universe of railroading. Orphaned at the age of ten, with little formal education, he essentially invented himself through a combination of charm, tireless work, and a genius for mathematics. Scott joined the Pennsylvania Railroad as a local manager at twenty-seven and became the road’s general superintendent at thirty-five. Two years later, he was its vice president and a director, and in 1874 its president. In 1872, he was even mentioned as a putative presidential candidate for the breakaway reformist Liberal Republican movement. (Despite its name, it was actually conservative in orientation.) Scott built on the early expansion of the railroad’s longtime president John Edgar Thomson, his mentor and then close ally and partner. Thomson, a brilliant manager, was an introverted Quaker, whose cautious nature was overmatched by Scott’s magnetism and boiling energy. It was Scott who maintained a private office in the state capitol building at Harrisburg, next to the legislative chamber, and Scott who perfected the art of strategic bribery, leaving packets of cash for politicians invited to his hotel room.

			Under the leadership of Thomson, and increasingly Scott, the road underwent a massive expansion from the Delaware River to the Mississippi to form the largest, most efficient, and richest railroad network in the world. Scott had flooded the Pennsylvania legislature with applications for state charters for at least a dozen (and likely more) vaguely named holding companies, a Scott innovation, all of them supposedly headed by placeholding incorporators connected with the Pennsylvania Railroad’s management—including two of Scott’s personal secretaries. The applications were carefully written to conceal the new companies’ real purpose, which was to build and acquire rail lines, though the word “railroad” rarely appeared in their documentation. (Had it done so, it would have required state approval for the issuance of bonds and the approval of routes.) Scott’s subterfuge also enabled the Pennsylvania to amass vast swathes of real estate without provoking speculation and higher prices. One was a fictional cover for the construction of a railroad between Denver, Colorado, and the Rio Grande, another for a new connecting line in Illinois, another for a line through the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, part of Scott’s scheme to expand the Pennsylvania Railroad’s power through the South. By leveraging the railroad’s immense borrowing power along with its political muscle, Scott planned ultimately to reach the Pacific Ocean.

			Tall, blond, and boyish-looking even in middle age, Scott had, The New York Times wrote of him, “an exhaustless flow of animal spirits combined with extraordinary mental energy.” He inspired superlatives. His ally, Lincoln’s first secretary of war, Simon Cameron, called him “the greatest railroad master that ever lived.” Andrew Carnegie, whom Scott plucked from obscurity to work for the Pennsylvania Railroad, regarded him as a political genius. Scott’s bitter rival John D. Rockefeller considered him the most unscrupulous man he had ever met.

			The Civil War turned Scott from talented corporate star into a legend. In the war’s first days, offering his services to the government gratis, he created order out of panic. When pro-Confederate saboteurs broke the railway lines around Washington, he quickly figured out how to reroute troop trains from Pennsylvania via Annapolis to save the capital from capture. He then dispatched his own telegraph operators to Washington to create a single national network for the army, and pioneered the rapid construction of rail lines to follow the federal armies as they advanced into Confederate territory. In 1862, he daringly took personal charge of an ammunition train to speed it to troops waiting near the battlefield at Antietam, roaring into the federal camp enveloped in clouds of smoke from the train’s overheated axles. In yet another extraordinary feat, in 1863, he hastened the transfer of reinforcements from the East to relieve the beleaguered federal garrison at Chattanooga. (Although Scott’s commitment to the Union was unbending, he ensured that, whenever possible, federal troops, materiel, and provisions were carried in the Pennsylvania’s cars, at as much as a 40 percent markup over commercial shippers.)

			In 1876, Scott was at the peak of his power. The Pennsylvania Railroad controlled more than 6,500 miles of track, earned annual profits of $25 million, employed a workforce of 20,000, and carried as many as 145,000 passengers daily. It seemed to more than a few Americans that the entire Centennial Exhibition was just another grandiose extension of the Pennsylvania Railroad. Scott was one of the Centennial’s most vigorous boosters, recognizing it as a golden opportunity to promote the railroad and the wealth that it had drawn to Philadelphia. The Pennsylvania donated hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of stock to the organizers, invested considerable resources in the fair’s development, mounted numerous exhibits extolling the railroad’s achievements, and carried vast numbers of visitors to its gates.

			The idea for a national celebration arose, humbly enough, with a professor at Wabash College in Indiana, J. L. Campbell, who suggested it in a letter to the mayor of Philadelphia, who eagerly endorsed it and won backing for it from members of the city’s social elite and its political class, and eventually from Pennsylvania’s state legislature, where Tom Scott’s openhanded largesse played a significant role in winning support.

			In 1871, the idea reached Congress. Some members objected to the creation of a federally authorized Centennial commission that would amount to a “vast corporation” for which no basis existed in the Constitution. But the fair’s supporters won out, arguing persuasively, in the words of Pennsylvania Senator Simon Cameron, that the fair offered an unparalleled opportunity “to show the world what influence and what power free institutions had had upon the human race.” Brushing off the naysayers, Congress authorized the Exhibition to celebrate the nation’s history, industry, resources, and achievements in the arts. Several cities aspired to serve as host, but the logical choice was always Philadelphia, the patriots’ Revolutionary War capital, and home to such hallowed sites as Independence Hall, Benjamin Franklin’s grave, and the house where Thomas Jefferson penned the Declaration of Independence. Commissioners were appointed from each state, with Joseph R. Hawley, a Hartford newspaperman and former Union general, as overall president, and Alfred T. Goshorn, a Cincinnati lead manufacturer, as the fair’s director-general. The commission confidently predicted that the Centennial would be an engine of national renewal, where Americans would come together “around the old family hearthstone” of national independence. Goshorn, who traveled around Europe recruiting foreign exhibitors, promised that the Centennial would open vast new markets for American investment as it inspired “a stronger confidence at home and abroad in the peaceful endurance of our free institutions.” Declared one Philadelphia newspaper, it would be “a popular museum, a training school, an academy of design, a vast study for the common people.”

			Turning ambitions for the Centennial into concrete reality of course demanded massive investment. Congress authorized a quasi-independent board of finance—dominated by the Pennsylvania Railroad—to sell $10 million in shares to the public. The federal government subscribed $1.5 million. Various states guaranteed another $2.5 million, and $500,000 was raised from the sale of ice cream, soda water, and other concessions. Surprisingly, the Pennsylvania state legislature hesitated, however, when it was asked for a commitment of $1 million. Scott thereupon ordered his men in Harrisburg to “alter the vote.” He told his chief lobbyist, Samuel S. Moon, “Well, Moon, see that the bill is passed; the Centennial must be made a great success.” The bill was.

			The railroad stood to benefit handsomely from the Centennial, of course. The vast majority of the Exhibition’s eight million visitors would travel to Philadelphia on Tom Scott’s lines or those of their affiliates—a greater volume of traffic than was ever handled by any other country during a six-month period. The Pennsy lavishly advertised itself as the only line running direct to the Centennial buildings, boasting of its “luxurious night cars,” “unsurpassed eating stations,” and “magnificent scenery” all the way. Scott’s crews laid new track, developed a state-of-the-art safety signaling system, introduced elegant “drawing room sleeping cars,” and added a hundred new gaslit parlor cars with individual cushioned swivel chairs and velvet hassocks. Scott also directed a special branch line to be built right to the Centennial’s gates, where travelers disembarked at the railroad’s new multitowered Tudoresque depot just steps from the exhibition’s Main Building, a dazzling confection of iron and glass designed by the railroad’s chief architect, which spectacularly captured not just the muscular triumphalism of the Centennial but also the soaring ambitions of the Pennsylvania Railroad’s chief executive. When thousands of shipments from around the world overwhelmed the commission’s staff, Scott ordered the railroad’s personnel to step in: 16,039 cars of building materials and 4,116 cars of exhibits were unloaded, sorted, and distributed with exemplary efficiency.

			One week after Opening Day, The Atlantic Monthly’s editor, William Dean Howells, a man of high principle and often severe judgment, descended from one of Tom Scott’s luxury coaches to take stock of the Centennial. Of “that wonderful Pennsylvania Railroad,” Howells enthused, “I have heard Mr. Scott spoken of as a railroad despot, and I have felt it my duty to hate him. I now make him my apology. Such a man has the right to enslave the public, and I wish that all the conductors and brakemen throughout the land might go and sit at the feet of his employees.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				

				The Beat Convulsive

			
			★★★★★

			
				Columbia has got her high heeled shoes on, as you may say, and is showin’ off, tryin’ to see what she can do.

				—Marietta Holley

			

			To visit the Centennial with William Dean Howells is to simultaneously tour the American mind of the time. Howells’s very presence at the great fair was an event of cultural significance. Although little read today, he was deemed a prodigy in his own day. He began literary life as a precocious printer’s devil; while still young, he awed the Eastern literary, and he would rule over highbrow taste for a generation from his throne as editor of The Atlantic Monthly. Novelist, poet, fluent in several languages, he was a friend to Mark Twain, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Henry David Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., and the James brothers, William and Henry. Lofty of expression, the paradigm of sophistication, he was a walking compendium of the received wisdom, prejudices, aspirational ideals, and cultural assumptions of middle-class Americans, for whom he saw himself as a self-conscious surrogate.

			Howells was a living bridge between the conservative sensibilities of midcentury America and the tumultuous unpredictability of the new. Although rooted in the post-frontier Midwest—he lived his early years in an Ohio log cabin—he faced forward toward the twentieth century, simultaneously reflecting the self-restraint of a fading conservatism and embracing the onrush of new technology, as well as changing racial mores, women’s rights, and the dawn of modern literature. His review of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer in the current issue of The Atlantic Monthly would make Twain famous. In later life, he would befriend and champion Edith Wharton, Theodore Dreiser, Robert Frost, Sinclair Lewis, and Willa Cather, and he would live on into the era of automobiles, air travel, and silent films, which he worried might one day be exploited for political propaganda.

			Although he grew up in a home saturated with radical politics, Howells was less a natural political animal than a humanist who wore the garments of progressive reform. His father, a printer and later a newspaper editor, was a passionately partisan Whig and later Republican, a lifelong friend of future President James A. Garfield, and a supporter of John Brown and the Underground Railroad. In 1860, at the age of twenty-four, Howells authored Abraham Lincoln’s official campaign biography, his first book, which won him appointment as wartime American consul in Venice, a sinecure that kept him far from the front lines even though he was of prime military age. Long after the abolitionist impulse dissipated for most Northerners, Howells continued to defend civil rights for Black Americans and even interracial marriage in the unfriendly climate of Jim Crow. Related through his wife to Ohio Governor and putative presidential candidate Rutherford B. Hayes, he would soon play a modest but significant role in the coming presidential contest.
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			Howells was far from alone on that dank and drizzly morning in May. Trains were disgorging passengers every few minutes in
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