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    In Theodore Dreiser’s The Titan, appetite becomes architecture: a single life erects towers of money, influence, and risk across a restless city. From its opening pages, the novel plunges into the energies and frictions of American capitalism, treating power not as an abstraction but as something measured in franchises, favors, and the circulation of credit. Dreiser presents a world where desire seeks outward expression in concrete systems—railways, offices, and social salons—and where personal ambition collides with public institutions. The result is a study of scale: the scale of a personality, the scale of a metropolis, and the scale of a nation mid-stride into modernity.

Theodore Dreiser, a major figure of American naturalism, composed The Titan in the early 1910s; it was first published in 1914. The book is the second installment in his Trilogy of Desire and continues the story of Frank Cowperwood, a financier whose career reflects the opportunities and hazards of an expanding industrial society. Drawing in part on the career of the street-railway magnate Charles T. Yerkes, Dreiser situates Cowperwood in Chicago, where he seeks to rebuild and extend his fortunes. The premise is straightforward yet immense: an ambitious man enters a complex city and tests the limits of wealth, politics, and social recognition.

The Titan belongs unmistakably to its historical moment. Written amid the reformist climate of the Progressive Era, it examines how private capital interacts with public needs, especially in the sphere of urban infrastructure. Chicago, with its vast appetite for transit, land, and political leverage, provides a real and symbolic stage. Dreiser’s attention to municipal franchises, corporate consolidations, and the intersection of business with city hall reflects the period’s anxieties and possibilities. The novel neither lectures nor simplifies; instead, it traces the dense texture of modern life, where newspapers shape opinion, boards of directors set agendas, and citizens feel the downstream effects of deals made in quiet rooms.

Dreiser’s naturalism gives the book its distinctive authority. He depicts individuals as shaped by environment, appetite, and opportunity, while never reducing them to mere cogs. The prose gathers force through accumulation—of facts, transactions, and telling social details—until patterns of behavior emerge. Financial maneuvers are not simply plot devices; they are the mechanisms by which character expresses itself and a city organizes its future. This method yields a narrative that feels investigative without being didactic, placing readers at the crossroads of motive and mechanism. Seen through this lens, The Titan becomes both a portrait and a diagnostic instrument of American modernity.

Its status as a classic rests on breadth, candor, and an unsentimental gaze at the costs of success. Dreiser’s willingness to narrate the machinery of power—how it is acquired, defended, and displayed—expanded what the American novel could encompass. In an era when literature often separated moral inquiry from material process, The Titan fused them, showing money and ethics as inseparable dimensions of experience. The book helped define a capacious, documentary mode of fiction that continues to inform narratives about cities, corporations, and public life. Its endurance stems not from nostalgia, but from the clarity of its questions.

Thematically, the novel interrogates ambition and the social order that both enables and resists it. It explores the way private desire presses into public space—through investments, legislation, philanthropy, and social ritual. Ideas of respectability, taste, and cultural capital surface alongside ledgers and contracts, revealing a continuum between aesthetic aspiration and economic power. The city becomes a testing ground for loyalty and self-invention, where personal relationships intersect with strategic alliances. Without prescribing answers, Dreiser asks what success means when measured against civic health, and what forms of love or belonging can survive the relentless calculus of gain.

Central to this inquiry is Frank Cowperwood, rendered with the complexity of an antihero whose clarity of purpose compels attention. Dreiser neither glorifies nor condemns him; instead, the narrative observes how charm, intelligence, and cold resolve function in the open market of reputation. Around Cowperwood gather figures from politics, business, and society, each representing a distinct calculus of risk and reward. The resulting portrait is dynamic rather than exemplary: character emerges from choices made under pressure, and identity is shaped by the structures one learns to navigate. Readers witness willpower meeting an equally willful city.

The Titan also exerts influence through its scale and method, which opened space for later portrayals of the metropolis as an ecosystem of competing systems. By treating financial operations, legal strategies, and media narratives as integral to character, the novel helped normalize a kind of storytelling in which the city’s infrastructure is itself a protagonist. Its cool attention to process has proven durable, encouraging writers to see institutional life as a dramatic arena. This influence is less about imitation than about possibility: Dreiser’s approach legitimized large, systemic stories about power and everyday life.

Within Dreiser’s body of work, The Titan occupies a pivotal position. It follows The Financier (1912) and precedes The Stoic, which was published posthumously in 1947, completing the Trilogy of Desire. Together the books map an arc of aspiration and consequence across changing American landscapes, but The Titan stands out for the way Chicago concentrates those energies into a single, volatile field. The continuity of the trilogy provides context; the volume’s distinctive city and moment supply its force. Readers can approach it independently, however, as an autonomous study of ambition under urban pressure.

Stylistically, the novel balances panoramic sweep with granular observation. Dreiser’s sentences often move patiently, building meaning through enumeration and juxtaposition. Boardrooms, galleries, clubs, and council chambers appear not as exotic backdrops but as workplaces where decision and performance converge. The plot spans years, yet time is marked less by melodrama than by cycles of acquisition, setback, and recalibration. This structural rhythm mirrors the economic life it depicts, where victory is provisional and attention migrates to the next leverage point. The result is a narrative tempo that rewards sustained reading and invites reflection on process as drama.

For contemporary readers, The Titan resonates in its depiction of private enterprise entangled with public goods. Debates about infrastructure, regulation, lobbying, and the social responsibilities of wealth remain pressing. Dreiser’s Chicago anticipates challenges familiar to modern cities: how to finance growth, how to allocate risk, and how to balance innovation with fairness. The novel’s emphasis on perception—how newspapers, rumor, and spectacle shape legitimacy—also feels current. Without offering policy, it presents an anatomy of incentives that illuminates patterns still visible in today’s markets and municipal politics.

To read The Titan now is to encounter a work both of its moment and ahead of it, a novel that refuses to separate the inner life from the systems that surround it. Its classic status rests on this doubleness: an unsparing portrait of ambition and a sustained analysis of the frameworks that make ambition consequential. Dreiser’s achievement is to transform the circuitry of a city into narrative energy, revealing how character and structure co-produce history. That is why the book endures—not merely as a period piece, but as an instrument for thinking about power, value, and the terms on which a society defines success.
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    The Titan, published in 1914 as the second novel in Theodore Dreiser’s Trilogy of Desire, continues the chronicle of financier Frank Cowperwood following the scandals and imprisonment that closed The Financier. Seeking a larger arena for his talents, Cowperwood relocates to a burgeoning Midwestern metropolis, resolved to rebuild fortune and reputation. Dreiser uses this transition to examine the machinery of modern capitalism: speculative credit, municipal franchises, and the uneasy alliance of money with politics. The narrative adopts a cool, observational tone, treating ambition as a natural force and setting in motion conflicts between private enterprise and public oversight that will define the book’s central struggles.

Arriving in Chicago, Cowperwood studies the city’s aldermanic structure, press barons, and banking houses, identifying urban transit as the strategic lever for control. Street railways, fragmented and undercapitalized, offer him a chance to consolidate assets and secure long-term franchises. He installs trusted agents, opens sumptuous offices, and quietly begins accumulating stock in key lines. Domestic life reforms around this new campaign, with Aileen pressing for social visibility while staff and lawyers rotate through the household’s formal rooms. The city itself becomes a character: raw, expanding, and factional, its energy mirroring Cowperwood’s own as he advances from cautious footholds to more audacious bids.

To gain traction holdings, Cowperwood fashions syndicates and employs intermediaries who can approach directors, lobby legislators, and steer ordinances through committees. He structures debt to finance acquisitions, betting that future fare revenues and extensions will cover obligations. Where persuasion fails, he leans on the era’s tolerated forms of influence: retainers, campaign support, and selective favors. The press alternately lionizes his efficiency and condemns his secrecy, and he responds with demonstrations of improved service, better equipment, and promises of modernization. Dreiser tracks each move with granular attention to contracts, boardrooms, and council chambers, showing how technical detail and personal leverage combine in the making of urban empires.

Parallel to the business offensive runs the social campaign. Aileen designs receptions and charitable gestures meant to soften hostile opinion and secure a place among entrenched families. Yet notoriety from past scandals and lingering moralism complicate entrance into the city’s grand houses. Cowperwood calculates that cultural prestige can supplement capital, turning to art patronage and discriminating purchases as another currency of acceptance. Scenes of gallery visits and drawing-room negotiations trace an etiquette of power that rivals the skirmishes at city hall. The couple’s ambitions overlap but are not identical, generating tensions between display and discretion, affection and autonomy, that reverberate through their private rooms.

Amid these efforts, Cowperwood’s restless appetite for novelty surfaces in renewed romantic pursuits. Dreiser portrays these liaisons less as melodrama than as expressions of temperament, with the financier compartmentalizing desire as he does risk. Aileen, attuned to threat and image, struggles to reconcile loyalty with pride when gossip circulates. Domestic quarrels, reconciliations, and fresh suspicions intersect with boardroom deadlines and legislative calendars, sharpening the novel’s theme that private impulses shape public trajectories. The household becomes a weather vane for the larger enterprise: when harmony falters, carelessness creeps into calculations, and when confidence returns, the machinery of acquisition spins more smoothly, if never without friction.

Opposition coalesces as reformers denounce monopoly, demand municipal ownership, and spotlight the opaque means by which franchises are won. Editorial campaigns, courtroom petitions, and whistleblowing bureaucrats slow ordinances and stir voters. Elections threaten to overturn carefully brokered agreements, and newly empowered officials reopen terms Cowperwood thought settled. He answers with counter-suits, emergency financing, and a public narrative of efficiency and progress: standardized fares, track improvements, and expanded service to growing districts. The novel dwells on the incremental nature of victory, depicting how setbacks, partial compromises, and temporary alliances can still ratchet a strategist toward control, even as every advance invites renewed scrutiny.

Legal warfare intensifies, with injunctions freezing revenues, grand juries probing bookkeeping, and rival syndicates sponsoring competing bills. Dreiser renders the courtroom as another marketplace where skill, patience, and resources determine outcomes. Periodic market strain tests Cowperwood’s liquidity, forcing asset sales in one arena to preserve leverage in another. Counselors advise caution; his instinct favors momentum. The narrative uses these episodes to examine the American blend of law and enterprise, where rules are instruments to be interpreted and contested. Through it all, Cowperwood’s focus on scale—uniting scattered lines under coherent management—remains the compass by which he judges both risk and reward.

As consolidation proceeds, the city itself is transformed by regularized schedules, new routes, and a more disciplined workforce, even as controversy over private profit persists. Cowperwood’s net worth climbs, but social acceptance proves contingent and fragile, vulnerable to the latest scandal or reform platform. Aileen confronts the limits of charm against entrenched memories and her partner’s wandering attention. Strategic conversations turn to opportunities beyond Chicago, to fresh capital pools and larger canvases where technical mastery might again outpace reputation. Without closing its conflicts, the book gathers the sense of an era tilting toward modern systems, while the characters weigh what they have gained and risked.

By the end, The Titan stands as Dreiser’s expansive study of ambition moving through institutions—financial, political, and domestic—that resist and reshape it. The novel’s naturalism treats success as a phenomenon of appetite meeting circumstance, rendering moral questions as part of the machinery rather than afterthoughts. It raises enduring issues: who should control essential services, how public values constrain private force, and what personal costs attend the pursuit of magnitude. As the central bridge of the Trilogy of Desire, it links early formation to later destiny, inviting readers to consider the energies that build modern cities and the ambiguities that shadow their builders.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    The Titan unfolds within the late nineteenth-century American city, with Chicago as its central stage. In this period—roughly the 1870s through the 1890s—dominant institutions included municipal governments that granted franchises, state legislatures that could override local wishes, and courts that guarded contracts. Corporations, banks, syndicates, and stock exchanges structured capital flows, while mass-circulation newspapers shaped public opinion. Churches, private clubs, and philanthropic boards policed elite respectability. Above all, the street-railway companies—known then as traction firms—were indispensable urban utilities. Their control over routes, fares, rights-of-way, and overhead lines made them pivotal in daily life and irresistible to ambitious financiers seeking quasi-monopoly profits.

Theodore Dreiser published The Titan in 1914, midway through the Progressive Era, as the second volume of his Trilogy of Desire. The book continues the story begun in The Financier (1912), transplanting its protagonist from Philadelphia to Chicago. Dreiser’s character is widely recognized as modeled on Charles T. Yerkes, the traction magnate active in Chicago in the 1880s–1890s and later in London. Dreiser, a journalist-turned-novelist born in 1871, wrote within the American naturalist tradition, emphasizing environmental and economic forces. The Titan thus reads both as historical chronicle of Gilded Age enterprise and as a Progressive-era appraisal of how great fortunes were built in America’s rapidly expanding cities.

Chicago’s rise after the Great Fire of 1871 created unprecedented opportunities for builders, speculators, and public-utility entrepreneurs. The city’s population grew from about 300,000 in 1870 to over one million by 1890, reaching roughly 1.7 million by 1900. It became a national rail hub and the center of meatpacking, grain trading, and wholesale distribution. Land values soared; new neighborhoods and boulevards spread outward. Demand for dependable, inexpensive transit to link neighborhoods to factories and markets exploded. The Titan mirrors this growth dynamic, illustrating how capitalists exploited urban expansion—assembling rights, financing infrastructure, and arbitraging information—to convert the city’s momentum into private control and profit.

Finance capitalism supplied the tools and ethos that Dreiser dissects. Post–Civil War banking reforms and the national spread of investment houses enabled syndicates to underwrite bonds and stock issues for railways and utilities. The Panic of 1873 triggered a long contraction, then renewed consolidation; the Panic of 1893 produced severe unemployment, bank failures, and cheapened assets for well-positioned financiers. These crises encouraged mergers and corporate “systems.” The Titan echoes this environment: its protagonist maneuvers through brokerage rooms, pliant bank boards, and interlocking companies, using leverage and control of information—rather than productive innovation alone—to capture utilities and to shape municipal concessions in his favor.

Street railways were regulated through municipal franchises that granted time-limited rights to lay tracks, string wires, and collect fares—typically five cents—over specified routes. In the 1870s and 1880s many lines were horse-drawn or cable-operated; electrification spread in the late 1880s and 1890s after technical demonstrations such as Richmond’s 1888 system. Because lines required continuous streets and junctions, consolidation promised network efficiencies and market dominance. Franchise renewals and route extensions became high-stakes contests. The Titan’s narrative reflects these realities: city councils and committees matter as much as balance sheets, and the art of winning legal privileges becomes as critical as engineering or day-to-day operations.

Chicago’s transit network evolved through cable lines in the 1880s, electric trolleys in the 1890s, and the elevated railway that began operation in 1892. The Union Loop, completed in 1897, reorganized downtown circulation and dramatically increased the value of connected lines. Charles T. Yerkes played a central role in the Loop’s creation and in consolidating Chicago traction companies, activities shadowed in The Titan. Achieving these feats required political skill: assembling franchises across wards, overcoming lawsuits and injunctions, and addressing property owners’ objections to structures over streets. Dreiser adapts this local history into a portrait of power that works through charters, contracts, and strategic capitalization.

Municipal politics in Chicago were notoriously contentious during these decades. The ward-based City Council controlled key approvals and was widely accused in the press of “boodle” practices—trading votes for favors, jobs, or cash. The Illinois legislature could alter municipal powers; the so‑called Allen Law of 1897 allowed fifty-year franchise extensions for street railways, provoking intense public backlash and its repeal in 1898. The Titan draws on these conflicts. Its financier navigates aldermen, lawyers, and lobbyists to assemble long-term control, showing how state and city authority could be leveraged—or bent—by well-funded, coordinated corporate campaigns.

By the 1890s and early 1900s, a vigorous municipal reform movement challenged private control of essential services. Civic leagues, settlement-house activists, and professional associations advocated cleaner government and, often, municipal ownership or stricter regulation of transit. In Chicago the “traction question” dominated politics for years. Mayors such as Carter Harrison Jr. (late 1890s to early 1900s) grappled with franchise terms; later, Edward F. Dunne campaigned for municipal ownership, and a compromise settlement arrived in 1907. Although The Titan’s action centers in the 1880s–1890s, it anticipates these Progressive debates, dramatizing the early phases of the long struggle over public versus private control.

Labor conflict formed the social backdrop to every traction deal. Chicago was the site of the Haymarket affair in 1886, which intensified fears of radicalism and reshaped policing and labor politics. The Pullman Strike of 1894, beginning near Chicago, disrupted rail traffic nationwide and drew federal troops. Streetcar workers across the United States organized and staged strikes through the 1890s and early 1900s, and Chicago saw significant transit labor unrest around the turn of the century. The Titan reflects the ever-present risk that labor could halt service, harden public opinion, and threaten valuations—factors that shrewd financiers weighed alongside interest rates and franchise clocks.

Technological change accelerated the concentration of urban power. Electric traction, pioneered at scale in the late 1880s, displaced horse and cable cars; overhead wires and powerhouses made high-frequency service possible across expanding grids. The Chicago “L,” opened in 1892, knit together rapidly developing neighborhoods and its downtown. Telegraphs, telephones (commercialized after 1876), and modern accounting facilitated centralized control, while the steel-frame skyscraper and elevators transformed the Loop’s real estate economics. The Titan highlights how mastery of systems—tracks, timetables, finance, and information—became a decisive competitive edge, enabling financiers to convert technical progress into durable, rent-yielding franchises.

Chicago’s social order in these years was sharply stratified and ethnically diverse. Immigrants from Germany, Ireland, Scandinavia, Eastern and Southern Europe filled industrial wards, while elites clustered along Prairie Avenue and later Lake Shore Drive. Clubs, opera boxes, and charity boards affirmed status. Transit magnates sought entrée into this world through philanthropy, art collecting, and strategic marriages. Dreiser uses salons, galleries, and exclusive dinners to show how money translated into social power. The city’s ethnic ward politics, with local leaders mediating jobs and favors, also shaped council votes on utilities—background pressures that the novel threads into its accounts of lobbying and influence.

Spectacle and philanthropy were integral to Chicago’s self-fashioning. The World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893 showcased electricity, architecture, and the City Beautiful ideal, projecting civic grandeur even as depression loomed. Wealthy Chicagoans endowed museums and universities; Charles T. Yerkes financed the Yerkes Observatory, completed in 1897 for the University of Chicago, while also amassing a notable art collection. Such acts burnished reputations and, at times, softened resistance to private control of public services. The Titan mirrors this pattern, depicting cultural patronage as part of the calculus of power, where galleries and endowments can lubricate negotiations as surely as cash or legal arguments.

The press functioned as both a marketplace of ideas and a battlefield for utilities and their opponents. The 1890s saw the rise of mass-circulation dailies, aggressive reporting, and, at times, sensationalism. Advertising revenue tied papers to business interests, yet investigative pieces also exposed municipal corruption. In the early 1900s muckrakers such as Lincoln Steffens, whose The Shame of the Cities appeared in 1904, popularized systematic critiques of urban graft; Ida Tarbell’s Standard Oil series demonstrated the power of documentary exposure. The Titan anticipates and echoes these dynamics, portraying editors courted for favorable coverage and the public swayed by headlines during franchise campaigns.

The legal environment tilted toward property and contract in the Gilded Age and early Progressive Era. The Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890 existed, but decisions like United States v. E.C. Knight (1895) limited its reach against manufacturing combinations. Courts frequently invoked liberty-of-contract doctrines—hallmarks of the later-named Lochner era—to strike or constrain regulation. For traction entrepreneurs, this meant that once franchises and contracts were secured, they could be robust shields. Dreiser’s depiction of intricate holding companies, lease agreements, and bond issues matches a period when the shrewdest path to dominance lay not only in rails and wires but in legal instruments and judicial protections.

Moral reform and gender norms also shaped public life. The Comstock Act of 1873 criminalized the circulation of “obscene” materials, contributing to a censorious climate that later hampered Dreiser’s own Sister Carrie (1900). Yet women’s clubs, settlement workers, and suffragists (with NAWSA formed in 1890) expanded their civic voice, especially in urban reform debates about sanitation, housing, and public utilities. Jane Addams’s Hull House, founded in 1889 in Chicago, became a center of research and activism. The Titan situates private vice and public virtue in uneasy proximity, showing how moral reputations, often curated through philanthropy, affected elite standing and political leverage.

Dreiser’s method drew on journalism, public controversies, and well-known careers. Readers quickly associated his protagonist with Charles T. Yerkes because Yerkes’s Chicago campaigns and later London undertakings were heavily covered in newspapers and debated in councils and courts. Dreiser’s naturalism emphasizes environmental pressures—capital markets, legal structures, and social ambition—more than individual villainy. Writing in the 1910s, he synthesized Gilded Age facts with Progressive critiques, crafting a narrative where private calculations collide with public needs. The Titan employs this documented world as raw material, aiming to show how a modern metropolis could be mastered by those fluent in its institutions.

Economic culture in these decades normalized aggressive consolidation. Trusts proliferated in oil, steel, sugar, and tobacco; railroads underwent “Morganization” to stabilize rates and reduce destructive competition. Utilities followed similar patterns at the municipal scale, knitting small lines into citywide systems financed by bonds and preferred stock. The promise of steady five-cent fares and dense ridership looked like an annuity—if legal tenure was secured. The Titan’s mergers, reorganizations, and refinancing operations reflect real business practices of the time, illustrating how paper claims, rather than smokestacks alone, underwrote the fortunes that remade American urban space and politics alike. Public health and infrastructure formed a parallel arena for Chicago’s transformation. The city dug the Sanitary and Ship Canal in the 1890s, reversing the Chicago River’s flow in 1900 to protect its water supply—an emblem of massive engineering mobilized for urban survival. Such feats required coordination among municipal authorities, private contractors, and state oversight. They also heightened debates about who should manage essential services. The Titan, though focused on transit, resonates with this broader context: it is a story about the governance of necessity—movement, water, light—and about the private appropriation of public pathways. Social mobility in Chicago combined ostentation with instability. Department stores, new hotels, and theaters advertised cosmopolitan tastes; art markets and European tours offered cultural capital to newly rich industrialists and speculators. Yet panics could sweep away reputations overnight. Dreiser stages this volatility through drawing rooms, auction houses, and boardrooms, linking aesthetic display to creditworthiness and political clout. The novel’s attention to collecting and patronage aligns with Gilded Age patterns in which elites sought legitimacy through culture, even as reformers questioned whether charitable gifts could offset the social costs of monopoly privileges and political manipulation. When The Titan appeared in 1914, readers had lived through muckraking exposés, antitrust suits, and municipal reform campaigns. Although Dreiser sets his tale earlier, the book meets a public newly attentive to franchise scandals and corporate governance. His portrayal neither sermonizes nor absolves: it records tactics—lobbying, leverage, publicity—and their consequences. In doing so, it bridges eras: Gilded Age practices are presented to an audience primed by Progressive critiques, allowing the novel to function as both documentary fiction and diagnosis of systemic incentives. As historical mirror, The Titan shows an urban order built from intersecting institutions: city halls granting time, courts validating bonds, banks rolling debt, papers framing narratives, and reformers trying to redraw boundaries. It records the making of a modern metropolis through bargains, statutes, and steel. As critique, it highlights how private ambition flourishes where public authority is fragmented and purchasable, especially over essential networks like transit. Without inventing villains beyond plausibility, Dreiser lays bare the mechanics of power, inviting readers to judge the moral costs of an efficiency purchased at the price of civic sovereignty.
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    Theodore Dreiser (1871–1945) was a central figure in American literary naturalism, a movement that depicted individuals shaped by environment, money, and chance. Writing across the early twentieth century—from the Gilded Age’s aftermath to the eve of World War II—he challenged the genteel tradition with unvarnished portraits of ambition, desire, and social constraint. Best known for Sister Carrie and An American Tragedy, he produced novels, short stories, essays, and travel writing that interrogated the forces governing modern urban life. Controversies over taste and censorship trailed his career, yet his uncompromising realism and social reach secured an enduring place in the American canon.

Raised in the Midwest, Dreiser experienced the economic uncertainties that would later dominate his fiction. He attended public schools and briefly studied at Indiana University in the late 1880s before turning to journalism. His reading shaped his outlook: Émile Zola and Honoré de Balzac provided models for large-scale social narratives, while evolutionary and sociological thinkers such as Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer informed his deterministic perspectives. He absorbed contemporary debates about urbanization and industrial capitalism, and he found champions among critics and editors who favored bold realism, most notably H. L. Mencken, whose advocacy helped keep Dreiser’s ambitious projects before the literary public.

Dreiser began as a reporter in the 1890s, working in Chicago, St. Louis, Pittsburgh, and New York. The newsroom honed his eye for detail and exposed him to the stark contrasts of American city life—material that would animate his fiction. His debut novel, Sister Carrie (1900), portrayed the allure and costs of urban aspiration. Although published, it suffered from limited promotion due to moral objections, and it reached readers slowly. Over time, critics recognized its scope and honesty. The book announced Dreiser’s commitment to depicting desire and social mobility without sentimental consolation, establishing themes that continued to shape his novels and nonfiction.

After a period in magazine editing, Dreiser resumed fiction with a productive stretch. Jennie Gerhardt (1911) deepened his interest in power and vulnerability. He launched his “Trilogy of Desire” with The Financier (1912) and The Titan (1914), panoramic studies of business ambition and public life centered on a financier’s rise. The Genius (1915), a novel about artistic drive and personal transgression, became the focus of censorship battles that underscored the era’s cultural fault lines. He also published travel and essay collections, including A Traveler at Forty (1913) and Free and Other Stories (1918). Critics disputed his style, yet many praised his psychological reach and social breadth.

An American Tragedy (1925) marked Dreiser’s major breakthrough. Drawing on American social realities of class and opportunity, it examined aspiration colliding with legal and moral systems. The novel’s scale, documentary textures, and narrative intensity earned wide acclaim and commercial success, and it inspired notable stage and film adaptations. During the 1920s he also published essays—such as Hey Rub-a-Dub-Dub (1920)—and urban sketches like The Color of a Great City (1923), extending his social critique beyond fiction. The success of An American Tragedy consolidated his reputation, while his earlier business saga continued to inform plans for a concluding volume.

Dreiser’s public commitments were integral to his image and work. He opposed literary censorship and aligned with labor and civil-liberties causes. In the early 1930s he joined a fact-finding group that investigated conditions during the Harlan County conflicts in Kentucky, actions that reflected his long-standing concern with economic power and injustice. He visited the Soviet Union and published Dreiser Looks at Russia (1928), a controversial appraisal shaped by his search for social alternatives. Though never doctrinaire in print, he sympathized with left-wing movements and formally joined the Communist Party late in life. His advocacy made him a lightning rod but also amplified his cultural reach.

In his later years, Dreiser lived in California and continued to revise long-gestating projects. Two final novels appeared after his death: The Bulwark (1946), a study of ethical rigor and modern pressure, and The Stoic (1947), which completed the business saga begun with The Financier and The Titan. He died in 1945. Dreiser’s legacy rests on the ambition and candor of his social vision, which influenced generations of American realists and naturalists. Writers concerned with urban life, class mobility, and institutional power have drawn on his example, ensuring his continued presence in classrooms and critical debates about the American novel.
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Chapter I

The New City

Table of Contents

When Frank Algernon Cowperwood emerged from the Eastern District Penitentiary in Philadelphia he realized that the old life he had lived in that city since boyhood was ended. His youth was gone, and with it had been lost the great business prospects of his earlier manhood. He must begin again.

It would be useless to repeat how a second panic following upon a tremendous failure — that of Jay Cooke & Co[1]. — had placed a second fortune in his hands. This restored wealth softened him in some degree. Fate seemed to have his personal welfare in charge. He was sick of the stock-exchange, anyhow, as a means of livelihood, and now decided that he would leave it once and for all. He would get in something else — street-railways, land deals, some of the boundless opportunities of the far West. Philadelphia was no longer pleasing to him. Though now free and rich, he was still a scandal to the pretenders, and the financial and social world was not prepared to accept him. He must go his way alone, unaided, or only secretly so, while his quondam friends watched his career from afar. So, thinking of this, he took the train one day, his charming mistress, now only twenty-six, coming to the station to see him off. He looked at her quite tenderly, for she was the quintessence of a certain type of feminine beauty.

“By-by, dearie,” he smiled, as the train-bell signaled the approaching departure. “You and I will get out of this shortly. Don’t grieve. I’ll be back in two or three weeks, or I’ll send for you. I’d take you now, only I don’t know how that country is out there. We’ll fix on some place, and then you watch me settle this fortune question. We’ll not live under a cloud always. I’ll get a divorce, and we’ll marry, and things will come right with a bang. Money will do that.”

He looked at her with his large, cool, penetrating eyes, and she clasped his cheeks between her hands.

“Oh, Frank,” she exclaimed, “I’ll miss you so! You’re all I have.”

“In two weeks,” he smiled, as the train began to move, “I’ll wire or be back. Be good, sweet.”

She followed him with adoring eyes — a fool of love, a spoiled child, a family pet, amorous, eager, affectionate, the type so strong a man would naturally like — she tossed her pretty red gold head and waved him a kiss. Then she walked away with rich, sinuous, healthy strides — the type that men turn to look after.

“That’s her — that’s that Butler girl,” observed one railroad clerk to another. “Gee! a man wouldn’t want anything better than that, would he?”

It was the spontaneous tribute that passion and envy invariably pay to health and beauty. On that pivot swings the world.

Never in all his life until this trip had Cowperwood been farther west than Pittsburg. His amazing commercial adventures, brilliant as they were, had been almost exclusively confined to the dull, staid world of Philadelphia, with its sweet refinement in sections, its pretensions to American social supremacy, its cool arrogation of traditional leadership in commercial life, its history, conservative wealth, unctuous respectability, and all the tastes and avocations which these imply. He had, as he recalled, almost mastered that pretty world and made its sacred precincts his own when the crash came. Practically he had been admitted. Now he was an Ishmael, an ex-convict, albeit a millionaire. But wait! The race is to the swift, he said to himself over and over. Yes, and the battle is to the strong. He would test whether the world would trample him under foot or no.

Chicago, when it finally dawned on him, came with a rush on the second morning. He had spent two nights in the gaudy Pullman then provided — a car intended to make up for some of the inconveniences of its arrangements by an over-elaboration of plush and tortured glass — when the first lone outposts of the prairie metropolis began to appear. The side-tracks along the road-bed over which he was speeding became more and more numerous, the telegraph-poles more and more hung with arms and strung smoky-thick with wires. In the far distance, cityward, was, here and there, a lone working-man’s cottage, the home of some adventurous soul who had planted his bare hut thus far out in order to reap the small but certain advantage which the growth of the city would bring.

The land was flat — as flat as a table — with a waning growth of brown grass left over from the previous year, and stirring faintly in the morning breeze. Underneath were signs of the new green — the New Year’s flag of its disposition. For some reason a crystalline atmosphere enfolded the distant hazy outlines of the city, holding the latter like a fly in amber and giving it an artistic subtlety which touched him. Already a devotee of art, ambitious for connoisseurship, who had had his joy, training, and sorrow out of the collection he had made and lost in Philadelphia, he appreciated almost every suggestion of a delightful picture in nature.

The tracks, side by side, were becoming more and more numerous. Freight-cars were assembled here by thousands from all parts of the country — yellow, red, blue, green, white. (Chicago, he recalled, already had thirty railroads terminating here, as though it were the end of the world.) The little low one and two story houses, quite new as to wood, were frequently unpainted and already smoky — in places grimy. At grade-crossings, where ambling street-cars and wagons and muddy-wheeled buggies waited, he noted how flat the streets were, how unpaved, how sidewalks went up and down rhythmically — here a flight of steps, a veritable platform before a house, there a long stretch of boards laid flat on the mud of the prairie itself. What a city! Presently a branch of the filthy, arrogant, self-sufficient little Chicago River came into view, with its mass of sputtering tugs, its black, oily water, its tall, red, brown, and green grain-elevators, its immense black coal-pockets and yellowish-brown lumber-yards.

Here was life; he saw it at a flash. Here was a seething city in the making. There was something dynamic in the very air which appealed to his fancy. How different, for some reason, from Philadelphia! That was a stirring city, too. He had thought it wonderful at one time, quite a world; but this thing, while obviously infinitely worse, was better. It was more youthful, more hopeful. In a flare of morning sunlight pouring between two coal-pockets, and because the train had stopped to let a bridge swing and half a dozen great grain and lumber boats go by — a half-dozen in either direction — he saw a group of Irish stevedores idling on the bank of a lumber-yard whose wall skirted the water. Healthy men they were, in blue or red shirt-sleeves, stout straps about their waists, short pipes in their mouths, fine, hardy, nutty-brown specimens of humanity. Why were they so appealing, he asked himself. This raw, dirty town seemed naturally to compose itself into stirring artistic pictures. Why, it fairly sang! The world was young here. Life was doing something new. Perhaps he had better not go on to the Northwest at all; he would decide that question later.

In the mean time he had letters of introduction to distinguished Chicagoans, and these he would present. He wanted to talk to some bankers and grain and commission men. The stock-exchange of Chicago interested him, for the intricacies of that business he knew backward and forward, and some great grain transactions had been made here.

The train finally rolled past the shabby backs of houses into a long, shabbily covered series of platforms — sheds having only roofs — and amidst a clatter of trucks hauling trunks, and engines belching steam, and passengers hurrying to and fro he made his way out into Canal Street and hailed a waiting cab — one of a long line of vehicles that bespoke a metropolitan spirit. He had fixed on the Grand Pacific as the most important hotel — the one with the most social significance — and thither he asked to be driven. On the way he studied these streets as in the matter of art he would have studied a picture. The little yellow, blue, green, white, and brown street-cars which he saw trundling here and there, the tired, bony horses, jingling bells at their throats, touched him. They were flimsy affairs, these cars, merely highly varnished kindling-wood with bits of polished brass and glass stuck about them, but he realized what fortunes they portended if the city grew. Street-cars, he knew, were his natural vocation. Even more than stock-brokerage, even more than banking, even more than stock-organization he loved the thought of street-cars and the vast manipulative life it suggested.


Chapter II

A Reconnoiter
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The city of Chicago, with whose development the personality of Frank Algernon Cowperwood was soon to be definitely linked! To whom may the laurels as laureate of this Florence of the West yet fall? This singing flame of a city, this all America, this poet in chaps and buckskin, this rude, raw Titan, this Burns of a city! By its shimmering lake it lay, a king of shreds and patches, a maundering yokel with an epic in its mouth, a tramp, a hobo among cities, with the grip of Caesar in its mind, the dramatic force of Euripides in its soul. A very bard of a city this, singing of high deeds and high hopes, its heavy brogans buried deep in the mire of circumstance. Take Athens, oh, Greece! Italy, do you keep Rome! This was the Babylon, the Troy, the Nineveh of a younger day. Here came the gaping West and the hopeful East to see. Here hungry men, raw from the shops and fields, idyls and romances in their minds, builded them an empire crying glory in the mud.

From New York, Vermont, New Hampshire, Maine had come a strange company, earnest, patient, determined, unschooled in even the primer of refinement, hungry for something the significance of which, when they had it, they could not even guess, anxious to be called great, determined so to be without ever knowing how. Here came the dreamy gentleman of the South, robbed of his patrimony; the hopeful student of Yale and Harvard and Princeton; the enfranchised miner of California and the Rockies, his bags of gold and silver in his hands. Here was already the bewildered foreigner, an alien speech confounding him — the Hun, the Pole, the Swede, the German, the Russian — seeking his homely colonies, fearing his neighbor of another race.

Here was the negro, the prostitute, the blackleg, the gambler, the romantic adventurer par excellence. A city with but a handful of the native-born; a city packed to the doors with all the riffraff of a thousand towns. Flaring were the lights of the bagnio[2]; tinkling the banjos, zithers, mandolins of the so-called gin-mill; all the dreams and the brutality of the day seemed gathered to rejoice (and rejoice they did) in this new-found wonder of a metropolitan life in the West.

The first prominent Chicagoan whom Cowperwood sought out was the president of the Lake City National Bank, the largest financial organization in the city, with deposits of over fourteen million dollars. It was located in Dearborn Street, at Munroe, but a block or two from his hotel.

“Find out who that man is,” ordered Mr. Judah Addison, the president of the bank, on seeing him enter the president’s private waiting-room.

Mr. Addison’s office was so arranged with glass windows that he could, by craning his neck, see all who entered his reception-room before they saw him, and he had been struck by Cowperwood’s face and force. Long familiarity with the banking world and with great affairs generally had given a rich finish to the ease and force which the latter naturally possessed. He looked strangely replete for a man of thirty-six — suave, steady, incisive, with eyes as fine as those of a Newfoundland or a Collie and as innocent and winsome. They were wonderful eyes, soft and spring-like at times, glowing with a rich, human understanding which on the instant could harden and flash lightning. Deceptive eyes, unreadable, but alluring alike to men and to women in all walks and conditions of life.

The secretary addressed came back with Cowperwood’s letter of introduction, and immediately Cowperwood followed.

Mr. Addison instinctively arose — a thing he did not always do. “I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. Cowperwood,” he said, politely. “I saw you come in just now. You see how I keep my windows here, so as to spy out the country. Sit down. You wouldn’t like an apple, would you?” He opened a left-hand drawer, producing several polished red winesaps, one of which he held out. “I always eat one about this time in the morning.”

“Thank you, no,” replied Cowperwood, pleasantly, estimating as he did so his host’s temperament and mental caliber. “I never eat between meals, but I appreciate your kindness. I am just passing through Chicago, and I thought I would present this letter now rather than later. I thought you might tell me a little about the city from an investment point of view.”

As Cowperwood talked, Addison, a short, heavy, rubicund man with grayish-brown sideburns extending to his ear-lobes and hard, bright, twinkling gray eyes — a proud, happy, self-sufficient man — munched his apple and contemplated Cowperwood. As is so often the case in life, he frequently liked or disliked people on sight, and he prided himself on his judgment of men. Almost foolishly, for one so conservative, he was taken with Cowperwood — a man immensely his superior — not because of the Drexel letter, which spoke of the latter’s “undoubted financial genius” and the advantage it would be to Chicago to have him settle there, but because of the swimming wonder of his eyes. Cowperwood’s personality, while maintaining an unbroken outward reserve, breathed a tremendous humanness which touched his fellow-banker. Both men were in their way walking enigmas, the Philadelphian far the subtler of the two. Addison was ostensibly a church-member, a model citizen; he represented a point of view to which Cowperwood would never have stooped. Both men were ruthless after their fashion, avid of a physical life; but Addison was the weaker in that he was still afraid — very much afraid — of what life might do to him. The man before him had no sense of fear. Addison contributed judiciously to charity, subscribed outwardly to a dull social routine, pretended to love his wife, of whom he was weary, and took his human pleasure secretly. The man before him subscribed to nothing, refused to talk save to intimates, whom he controlled spiritually, and did as he pleased.

“Why, I’ll tell you, Mr. Cowperwood,” Addison replied. “We people out here in Chicago think so well of ourselves that sometimes we’re afraid to say all we think for fear of appearing a little extravagant. We’re like the youngest son in the family that knows he can lick all the others, but doesn’t want to do it — not just yet. We’re not as handsome as we might be — did you ever see a growing boy that was? — but we’re absolutely sure that we’re going to be. Our pants and shoes and coat and hat get too small for us every six months, and so we don’t look very fashionable, but there are big, strong, hard muscles and bones underneath, Mr. Cowperwood, as you’ll discover when you get to looking around. Then you won’t mind the clothes so much.”

Mr. Addison’s round, frank eyes narrowed and hardened for a moment. A kind of metallic hardness came into his voice. Cowperwood could see that he was honestly enamoured of his adopted city. Chicago was his most beloved mistress. A moment later the flesh about his eyes crinkled, his mouth softened, and he smiled. “I’ll be glad to tell you anything I can,” he went on. “There are a lot of interesting things to tell.”

Cowperwood beamed back on him encouragingly. He inquired after the condition of one industry and another, one trade or profession and another. This was somewhat different from the atmosphere which prevailed in Philadelphia — more breezy and generous. The tendency to expatiate and make much of local advantages was Western. He liked it, however, as one aspect of life, whether he chose to share in it or not. It was favorable to his own future. He had a prison record to live down; a wife and two children to get rid of — in the legal sense, at least (he had no desire to rid himself of financial obligation toward them). It would take some such loose, enthusiastic Western attitude to forgive in him the strength and freedom with which he ignored and refused to accept for himself current convention. “I satisfy myself” was his private law, but so to do he must assuage and control the prejudices of other men. He felt that this banker, while not putty in his hands, was inclined to a strong and useful friendship.

“My impressions of the city are entirely favorable, Mr. Addison,” he said, after a time, though he inwardly admitted to himself that this was not entirely true; he was not sure whether he could bring himself ultimately to live in so excavated and scaffolded a world as this or not. “I only saw a portion of it coming in on the train. I like the snap of things. I believe Chicago has a future.”

“You came over the Fort Wayne[3], I presume,” replied Addison, loftily. “You saw the worst section. You must let me show you some of the best parts. By the way, where are you staying?”

“At the Grand Pacific.”

“How long will you be here?”

“Not more than a day or two.”

“Let me see,” and Mr. Addison drew out his watch. “I suppose you wouldn’t mind meeting a few of our leading men — and we have a little luncheon-room over at the Union League Club where we drop in now and then. If you’d care to do so, I’d like to have you come along with me at one. We’re sure to find a few of them — some of our lawyers, business men, and judges.”

“That will be fine,” said the Philadelphian, simply. “You’re more than generous. There are one or two other people I want to meet in between, and”— he arose and looked at his own watch —“I’ll find the Union Club. Where is the office of Arneel & Co.?”

At the mention of the great beef-packer, who was one of the bank’s heaviest depositors, Addison stirred slightly with approval. This young man, at least eight years his junior, looked to him like a future grand seigneur of finance.

At the Union Club, at this noontime luncheon, after talking with the portly, conservative, aggressive Arneel and the shrewd director of the stock-exchange, Cowperwood met a varied company of men ranging in age from thirty-five to sixty-five gathered about the board in a private dining-room of heavily carved black walnut, with pictures of elder citizens of Chicago on the walls and an attempt at artistry in stained glass in the windows. There were short and long men, lean and stout, dark and blond men, with eyes and jaws which varied from those of the tiger, lynx, and bear to those of the fox, the tolerant mastiff, and the surly bulldog. There were no weaklings in this selected company.

Mr. Arneel and Mr. Addison Cowperwood approved of highly as shrewd, concentrated men. Another who interested him was Anson Merrill, a small, polite, recherche soul, suggesting mansions and footmen and remote luxury generally, who was pointed out by Addison as the famous dry-goods prince of that name, quite the leading merchant, in the retail and wholesale sense, in Chicago.

Still another was a Mr. Rambaud, pioneer railroad man, to whom Addison, smiling jocosely, observed: “Mr. Cowperwood is on from Philadelphia, Mr. Rambaud, trying to find out whether he wants to lose any money out here. Can’t you sell him some of that bad land you have up in the Northwest?”

Rambaud — a spare, pale, black-bearded man of much force and exactness, dressed, as Cowperwood observed, in much better taste than some of the others — looked at Cowperwood shrewdly but in a gentlemanly, retiring way, with a gracious, enigmatic smile. He caught a glance in return which he could not possibly forget. The eyes of Cowperwood said more than any words ever could. Instead of jesting faintly Mr. Rambaud decided to explain some things about the Northwest. Perhaps this Philadelphian might be interested.

To a man who has gone through a great life struggle in one metropolis and tested all the phases of human duplicity, decency, sympathy, and chicanery in the controlling group of men that one invariably finds in every American city at least, the temperament and significance of another group in another city is not so much, and yet it is. Long since Cowperwood had parted company with the idea that humanity at any angle or under any circumstances, climatic or otherwise, is in any way different. To him the most noteworthy characteristic of the human race was that it was strangely chemic, being anything or nothing, as the hour and the condition afforded. In his leisure moments — those free from practical calculation, which were not many — he often speculated as to what life really was. If he had not been a great financier and, above all, a marvelous organizer he might have become a highly individualistic philosopher — a calling which, if he had thought anything about it at all at this time, would have seemed rather trivial. His business as he saw it was with the material facts of life, or, rather, with those third and fourth degree theorems and syllogisms which control material things and so represent wealth. He was here to deal with the great general needs of the Middle West — to seize upon, if he might, certain well-springs of wealth and power and rise to recognized authority. In his morning talks he had learned of the extent and character of the stock-yards’ enterprises, of the great railroad and ship interests, of the tremendous rising importance of real estate, grain speculation, the hotel business, the hardware business. He had learned of universal manufacturing companies — one that made cars, another elevators, another binders, another windmills, another engines. Apparently, any new industry seemed to do well in Chicago. In his talk with the one director of the Board of Trade to whom he had a letter he had learned that few, if any, local stocks were dealt in on ‘change. Wheat, corn, and grains of all kinds were principally speculated in. The big stocks of the East were gambled in by way of leased wires on the New York Stock Exchange — not otherwise.

As he looked at these men, all pleasantly civil, all general in their remarks, each safely keeping his vast plans under his vest, Cowperwood wondered how he would fare in this community. There were such difficult things ahead of him to do. No one of these men, all of whom were in their commercial-social way agreeable, knew that he had only recently been in the penitentiary. How much difference would that make in their attitude? No one of them knew that, although he was married and had two children, he was planning to divorce his wife and marry the girl who had appropriated to herself the role which his wife had once played.

“Are you seriously contemplating looking into the Northwest?” asked Mr. Rambaud, interestedly, toward the close of the luncheon.

“That is my present plan after I finish here. I thought I’d take a short run up there.”

“Let me put you in touch with an interesting party that is going as far as Fargo and Duluth. There is a private car leaving Thursday, most of them citizens of Chicago, but some Easterners. I would be glad to have you join us. I am going as far as Minneapolis.”

Cowperwood thanked him and accepted. A long conversation followed about the Northwest, its timber, wheat, land sales, cattle, and possible manufacturing plants.

What Fargo, Minneapolis, and Duluth were to be civically and financially were the chief topics of conversation. Naturally, Mr. Rambaud, having under his direction vast railroad lines which penetrated this region, was confident of the future of it. Cowperwood gathered it all, almost by instinct. Gas, street-railways, land speculations, banks, wherever located, were his chief thoughts.

Finally he left the club to keep his other appointments, but something of his personality remained behind him. Mr. Addison and Mr. Rambaud, among others, were sincerely convinced that he was one of the most interesting men they had met in years. And he scarcely had said anything at all — just listened.


Chapter III

A Chicago Evening
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After his first visit to the bank over which Addison presided, and an informal dinner at the latter’s home, Cowperwood had decided that he did not care to sail under any false colors so far as Addison was concerned. He was too influential and well connected. Besides, Cowperwood liked him too much. Seeing that the man’s leaning toward him was strong, in reality a fascination, he made an early morning call a day or two after he had returned from Fargo, whither he had gone at Mr. Rambaud’s suggestion, on his way back to Philadelphia, determined to volunteer a smooth presentation of his earlier misfortunes, and trust to Addison’s interest to make him view the matter in a kindly light. He told him the whole story of how he had been convicted of technical embezzlement in Philadelphia and had served out his term in the Eastern Penitentiary[4]. He also mentioned his divorce and his intention of marrying again.

Addison, who was the weaker man of the two and yet forceful in his own way, admired this courageous stand on Cowperwood’s part. It was a braver thing than he himself could or would have achieved. It appealed to his sense of the dramatic. Here was a man who apparently had been dragged down to the very bottom of things, his face forced in the mire, and now he was coming up again strong, hopeful, urgent. The banker knew many highly respected men in Chicago whose early careers, as he was well aware, would not bear too close an inspection, but nothing was thought of that. Some of them were in society, some not, but all of them were powerful. Why should not Cowperwood be allowed to begin all over? He looked at him steadily, at his eyes, at his stocky body, at his smooth, handsome, mustached face. Then he held out his hand.

“Mr. Cowperwood,” he said, finally, trying to shape his words appropriately, “I needn’t say that I am pleased with this interesting confession. It appeals to me. I’m glad you have made it to me. You needn’t say any more at any time. I decided the day I saw you walking into that vestibule that you were an exceptional man; now I know it. You needn’t apologize to me. I haven’t lived in this world fifty years and more without having my eye-teeth cut. You’re welcome to the courtesies of this bank and of my house as long as you care to avail yourself of them. We’ll cut our cloth as circumstances dictate in the future. I’d like to see you come to Chicago, solely because I like you personally. If you decide to settle here I’m sure I can be of service to you and you to me. Don’t think anything more about it; I sha’n’t ever say anything one way or another. You have your own battle to fight, and I wish you luck. You’ll get all the aid from me I can honestly give you. Just forget that you told me, and when you get your matrimonial affairs straightened out bring your wife out to see us.”

With these things completed Cowperwood took the train back to Philadelphia.

“Aileen,” he said, when these two met again — she had come to the train to meet him —“I think the West is the answer for us. I went up to Fargo and looked around up there, but I don’t believe we want to go that far. There’s nothing but prairie-grass and Indians out in that country. How’d you like to live in a board shanty, Aileen,” he asked, banteringly, “with nothing but fried rattlesnakes and prairie-dogs for breakfast? Do you think you could stand that?”

“Yes,” she replied, gaily, hugging his arm, for they had entered a closed carriage; “I could stand it if you could. I’d go anywhere with you, Frank. I’d get me a nice Indian dress with leather and beads all over it and a feather hat like they wear, and —”

“There you go! Certainly! Pretty clothes first of all in a miner’s shack. That’s the way.”

“You wouldn’t love me long if I didn’t put pretty clothes first,” she replied, spiritedly. “Oh, I’m so glad to get you back!”

“The trouble is,” he went on, “that that country up there isn’t as promising as Chicago. I think we’re destined to live in Chicago. I made an investment in Fargo, and we’ll have to go up there from time to time, but we’ll eventually locate in Chicago. I don’t want to go out there alone again. It isn’t pleasant for me.” He squeezed her hand. “If we can’t arrange this thing at once I’ll just have to introduce you as my wife for the present.”

“You haven’t heard anything more from Mr. Steger?” she put in. She was thinking of Steger’s efforts to get Mrs. Cowperwood to grant him a divorce.

“Not a word.”

“Isn’t it too bad?” she sighed.

“Well, don’t grieve. Things might be worse.”

He was thinking of his days in the penitentiary, and so was she. After commenting on the character of Chicago he decided with her that so soon as conditions permitted they would remove themselves to the Western city.

It would be pointless to do more than roughly sketch the period of three years during which the various changes which saw the complete elimination of Cowperwood from Philadelphia and his introduction into Chicago took place. For a time there were merely journeys to and fro, at first more especially to Chicago, then to Fargo, where his transported secretary, Walter Whelpley, was managing under his direction the construction of Fargo business blocks, a short street-car line, and a fair-ground. This interesting venture bore the title of the Fargo Construction and Transportation Company, of which Frank A. Cowperwood was president. His Philadelphia lawyer, Mr. Harper Steger, was for the time being general master of contracts.

For another short period he might have been found living at the Tremont in Chicago, avoiding for the time being, because of Aileen’s company, anything more than a nodding contact with the important men he had first met, while he looked quietly into the matter of a Chicago brokerage arrangement — a partnership with some established broker who, without too much personal ambition, would bring him a knowledge of Chicago Stock Exchange affairs, personages, and Chicago ventures. On one occasion he took Aileen with him to Fargo, where with a haughty, bored insouciance she surveyed the state of the growing city.

“Oh, Frank!” she exclaimed, when she saw the plain, wooden, four-story hotel, the long, unpleasing business street, with its motley collection of frame and brick stores, the gaping stretches of houses, facing in most directions unpaved streets. Aileen in her tailored spick-and-spanness, her self-conscious vigor, vanity, and tendency to over-ornament, was a strange contrast to the rugged self-effacement and indifference to personal charm which characterized most of the men and women of this new metropolis. “You didn’t seriously think of coming out here to live, did you?”

She was wondering where her chance for social exchange would come in — her opportunity to shine. Suppose her Frank were to be very rich; suppose he did make very much money — much more than he had ever had even in the past — what good would it do her here? In Philadelphia, before his failure, before she had been suspected of the secret liaison with him, he had been beginning (at least) to entertain in a very pretentious way. If she had been his wife then she might have stepped smartly into Philadelphia society. Out here, good gracious! She turned up her pretty nose in disgust. “What an awful place!” was her one comment at this most stirring of Western boom towns.

When it came to Chicago, however, and its swirling, increasing life, Aileen was much interested. Between attending to many financial matters Cowperwood saw to it that she was not left alone. He asked her to shop in the local stores and tell him about them; and this she did, driving around in an open carriage, attractively arrayed, a great brown hat emphasizing her pink-and-white complexion and red-gold hair. On different afternoons of their stay he took her to drive over the principal streets. When Aileen was permitted for the first time to see the spacious beauty and richness of Prairie Avenue, the North Shore Drive, Michigan Avenue, and the new mansions on Ashland Boulevard, set in their grassy spaces, the spirit, aspirations, hope, tang of the future Chicago began to work in her blood as it had in Cowperwood’s. All of these rich homes were so very new. The great people of Chicago were all newly rich like themselves. She forgot that as yet she was not Cowperwood’s wife; she felt herself truly to be so. The streets, set in most instances with a pleasing creamish-brown flagging, lined with young, newly planted trees, the lawns sown to smooth green grass, the windows of the houses trimmed with bright awnings and hung with intricate lace, blowing in a June breeze, the roadways a gray, gritty macadam — all these things touched her fancy. On one drive they skirted the lake on the North Shore, and Aileen, contemplating the chalky, bluish-green waters, the distant sails, the gulls, and then the new bright homes, reflected that in all certitude she would some day be the mistress of one of these splendid mansions. How haughtily she would carry herself; how she would dress! They would have a splendid house, much finer, no doubt, than Frank’s old one in Philadelphia, with a great ball-room and dining-room where she could give dances and dinners, and where Frank and she would receive as the peers of these Chicago rich people.

“Do you suppose we will ever have a house as fine as one of these, Frank?” she asked him, longingly.

“I’ll tell you what my plan is,” he said. “If you like this Michigan Avenue section we’ll buy a piece of property out here now and hold it. Just as soon as I make the right connections here and see what I am going to do we’ll build a house — something really nice — don’t worry. I want to get this divorce matter settled, and then we’ll begin. Meanwhile, if we have to come here, we’d better live rather quietly. Don’t you think so?”

It was now between five and six, that richest portion of a summer day. It had been very warm, but was now cooling, the shade of the western building-line shadowing the roadway, a moted, wine-like air filling the street. As far as the eye could see were carriages, the one great social diversion of Chicago, because there was otherwise so little opportunity for many to show that they had means. The social forces were not as yet clear or harmonious. Jingling harnesses of nickel, silver, and even plated gold were the sign manual of social hope, if not of achievement. Here sped homeward from the city — from office and manufactory — along this one exceptional southern highway, the Via Appia of the South Side, all the urgent aspirants to notable fortunes. Men of wealth who had met only casually in trade here nodded to each other. Smart daughters, society-bred sons, handsome wives came down-town in traps, Victorias, carriages, and vehicles of the latest design to drive home their trade-weary fathers or brothers, relatives or friends. The air was gay with a social hope, a promise of youth and affection, and that fine flush of material life that recreates itself in delight. Lithe, handsome, well-bred animals, singly and in jingling pairs, paced each other down the long, wide, grass-lined street, its fine homes agleam with a rich, complaisant materiality.

“Oh!” exclaimed Aileen, all at once, seeing the vigorous, forceful men, the handsome matrons, and young women and boys, the nodding and the bowing, feeling a touch of the romance and wonder of it all. “I should like to live in Chicago. I believe it’s nicer than Philadelphia.”

Cowperwood, who had fallen so low there, despite his immense capacity, set his teeth in two even rows. His handsome mustache seemed at this moment to have an especially defiant curl. The pair he was driving was physically perfect, lean and nervous, with spoiled, petted faces. He could not endure poor horse-flesh. He drove as only a horse-lover can, his body bolt upright, his own energy and temperament animating his animals. Aileen sat beside him, very proud, consciously erect.

“Isn’t she beautiful?” some of the women observed, as they passed, going north. “What a stunning young woman!” thought or said the men.

“Did you see her?” asked a young brother of his sister. “Never mind, Aileen,” commented Cowperwood, with that iron determination that brooks no defeat. “We will be a part of this. Don’t fret. You will have everything you want in Chicago, and more besides.”

There was tingling over his fingers, into the reins, into the horses, a mysterious vibrating current that was his chemical product, the off-giving of his spirit battery that made his hired horses prance like children. They chafed and tossed their heads and snorted. Aileen was fairly bursting with hope and vanity and longing. Oh, to be Mrs. Frank Algernon Cowperwood here in Chicago, to have a splendid mansion, to have her cards of invitation practically commands which might not be ignored!

“Oh, dear!” she sighed to herself, mentally. “If only it were all true — now.”

It is thus that life at its topmost toss irks and pains. Beyond is ever the unattainable, the lure of the infinite with its infinite ache.

“Oh, life! oh, youth! oh, hope! oh, years! Oh pain-winged fancy, beating forth with fears.”


Chapter IV

Peter Laughlin & Co.

Table of Contents

The partnership which Cowperwood eventually made with an old-time Board of Trade operator, Peter Laughlin, was eminently to his satisfaction. Laughlin was a tall, gaunt speculator who had spent most of his living days in Chicago, having come there as a boy from western Missouri. He was a typical Chicago Board of Trade operator of the old school, having an Andrew Jacksonish countenance, and a Henry Clay — Davy Crockett —“Long John” Wentworth build of body.

Cowperwood from his youth up had had a curious interest in quaint characters, and he was interesting to them; they “took” to him. He could, if he chose to take the trouble, fit himself in with the odd psychology of almost any individual. In his early peregrinations in La Salle Street he inquired after clever traders on ‘change, and then gave them one small commission after another in order to get acquainted. Thus he stumbled one morning on old Peter Laughlin, wheat and corn trader, who had an office in La Salle Street near Madison, and who did a modest business gambling for himself and others in grain and Eastern railway shares. Laughlin was a shrewd, canny American, originally, perhaps, of Scotch extraction, who had all the traditional American blemishes of uncouthness, tobacco-chewing, profanity, and other small vices. Cowperwood could tell from looking at him that he must have a fund of information concerning every current Chicagoan of importance, and this fact alone was certain to be of value. Then the old man was direct
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