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Dear Philip Winsor,
It seems a work of supererogation to dedicate this book to you;
since it would never have been written without your unselfish encouragement and cooperation, it belongs to you already. But because its value will be greatly enhanced in my eyes if I am permitted
to write your name here and acknowledge my obligation to you, I
hope you will indulge me for the sake of the friendship you have
served in so many ways.
Edward Wagenknecht
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Preface
This book is an attempt to survey American life in manifold aspects between
1900 and the close of Theodore Roosevelt's administrations. I hope to follow
it with another volume covering the Taft years and the Wilson years up to our
entry into World War I. It was that event, and not the close of Wilson's tenure,
which marked the end of an era.
The volume is not essentially a book about Theodore Roosevelt, though since
he, in so many ways, dominated the era, he could not be kept out of it. Neither
is it a personal memoir in the sense in which that term may be applied to such
a book as William L. Shirer's 20th Century Journey. I do not at any point
occupy center stage. But it does concern the world into which I was born and
where I spent my formative years, and I have not hesitated to make use of
personal memories where they seemed to fit in or to shed light on the subject
under consideration.
In factual and fictional writing alike, there are two ways to write about the
past. One may confine himself to the period under consideration (or try to),
viewing the times through the eyes of a contemporary and permitting
backward glances but none toward the future. Or one may remain where he is
and view the past in the light of all he knows, from wherever it may have
been derived. The latter is the way Sir Walter Scott wrote historical novels,
and to compare small things with great, it is the way I have tried to write this
book. For as nothing of the past that still has meaning for us has ever died, so
nothing which has lost its meaning can possibly be of any significance. The
reader will perhaps notice this aspect of my method primarily in the miniportraits-obviously, if you are going to write about the life of a human being,
you must view the whole life, not chop off one decade and ignore the rest-but
the same thing appears less strikingly elsewhere. I hope, however, that I have
everywhere brought my picture to focus upon the decade with which I am
primarily concerned.
E.W.
WEST NEWTON, MASSACHUSETTS
MAY 25, 1981
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1
A New Century
Though every American capable of counting up to 100 must have known that
1900 was not the first year of the twentieth century but the last of the
nineteenth, the change in the figures on the calendar made it hard to realize
this. Press and pulpit alike devoted themselves to stocktaking and prophecy,
and though the country was still struggling with the war in the Philippines and
divided on the issues connected with it, everybody seemed to be bracing for a
fresh start. The Reverend Newell Dwight Hillis saw art, industry, invention,
literature, learning, and government all "captives marching in Christ's
triumphant procession up the hill of fame," while the more worldly Chauncey
M. Depew was sure every man in America felt 100 percent better in 1900
than in 1899. When, on January 1, 1901, the Philadelphia neurologist and
novelist, S. Weir Mitchell, was to write words that it is now difficult to read
without a shudder, most Americans must have felt that he was already a year
out of date. "The new century," said Dr. Mitchell, ''came in with God knows
what in its hands and was welcomed. We may entertain devil or angel
unawares."
The first volume of Who's Who in America was dated 1899-1900 and
contained 8,602 entries, a number that would nearly double by the time
Theodore Roosevelt left office. At the beginning of 1900 William McKinley
still had more than a year left of his first term in the White House, and the
federal government was spending half a billion dollars annually. There were
forty-five states in the federal
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Union, and the center of a population in excess of 76 million, 60 percent of
whom were still classified as rural, and with a preponderance of one and a
half million men over women, lay near Columbus, Indiana. Most of the
country west of the Alleghenies still lay as God had made it. Only Chicago
and San Francisco had much place in the minds of dwellers on the eastern
seaboard (Los Angeles had a little over 100,000 people and the whole Pacific
Coast about 3 million), and only the most thoughtful persons had become
aware that our natural resources were not inexhaustible.
Deaths were running 1,775 in 100,000, and the average life expectancy was
slightly over forty-nine years. Typhoid and tuberculosis were still
unconquered, and the incidence of fatalities from appendectomies was high.
Few families expected to rear all their offspring; more than 108 out of every
100,000 babies died during their first two years.
The population included some 9 million Negroes, 227,000 Indians, and
114,000 Orientals, and the Spanish-American War had left us in control of
125,000 square miles in the West Indies and the Pacific populated largely by
people of alien races, customs, and traditions. Except for the survival of the
Napoleonic Code in Louisiana, British cultural institutions were still the most
influential in America, but only 41 million among the whites had been here
for a whole generation, and though northern European strains still
predominated among the immigrants and their children, the influx from
eastern and southern Europe was increasing rapidly. Nearly 450,000
immigrants arrived in 1900; by 1905 the number would rise to a million. The
Spanish language predominated in portions of the Southwest, French in
Louisiana, and a dialectal form of German in sections of Pennsylvania. In
time the "new Americans" would notably widen and enrich our cultural
heritage, but because they settled largely in cities and industrial centers and
were herded into ghettos there, their immediate effect was to contribute to the
growth of slums and help shift the balance of population from country to city,
and because they were poor, unfamiliar with American institutions, and
therefore easily exploitable by selfish interests, they were often involved, in
spite of themselves, in political corruption and social degradation.
As for the minorities, under a Supreme Court decision of 1896, the Negroes
had "separate but equal" facilities in the South, which
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Immigrants arriving at Ellis Island
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in practice turned out to be merely separate. Orientals were a problem only in
California, and since the Indians had ceased to be a danger, nobody was
worrying much about them. In 1905, in an article in the Saturday Evening
Post, the Reverend Thomas Dixon, Jr. would advocate deporting all American
Negroes to Liberia! Harvard's Albert Bushnell Hart replied in an article that
knocked Dixon's thoroughly unscientific racist arguments into a cocked hat,
and the Post ran other sympathetic articles by Joel Chandler Harris, Rebecca
Harding Davis, and Paul Laurence Dunbar.
Though England's sympathy toward America during the Spanish-American
War had done much to lessen traditional suspicion of "the old country,"
Americans were inclined to sympathize with the Boers in their struggle
against the Empire. On January 1, 1900, Secretary of State John Hay made it
known that he had persuaded the powers to support an "open-door" policy in
China. Hay had saved China from being partitioned, but he had also won
trading rights for Americans who might otherwise have been excluded from
the Celestial Empire, and American troops would soon join with those of
European powers to put down the Boxer uprising against foreigners.
At home too there was progress on every hand. On January 2, Chicago
opened the Drainage Canal, which reversed the flow of the Chicago River,
thereby protecting Lake Michigan, the source of the city's water supply, from
contamination by waste; this would reduce Chicago's typhoid death rate from
sixty-five to one per 100,000. New York City was planning a subway
(Boston, often called slow, had stolen a march on her by opening the first in
America three years before, but Chicago was to drag her own feet until the
forties). In 1901 New York would build the Fuller ("Flatiron") Building,
where Broadway crosses Fifth Avenue; Chicago had pioneered with the
skyscraper, but New York would take to it with a vengeance. In 1901 too,
Tulsa, Oklahoma, would strike oil and begin its phenomenal growth. Against
such achievements not even disasters like the Galveston "flood" of September
8, 1900 (more accurately, the almost complete destruction of the city by a
cyclonic hurricane from the Gulf of Mexico), made much impression, and
indeed the calamity itself inspired a heroic and amazing engineering
achievement, calculated to prevent a repetition of the calamity, that boosted
the coming century's estimate of itself.
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Industrial production increased after the Spanish war, unemployment
declined, and farm products rose in value. The United States was producing
more than half the world's cotton, corn, copper, and oil; more than one-third
of its steel, pig iron, and silver; about a third of its coal and gold. The value of
consumer goods sold, which had been some 12 billion annually in 1883,
would increase to 25 billion early in the new century. Foreign investments and
interests were increasing, and the newly organized National Association of
Manufacturers was busy promoting exports. The United States Treasury had a
surplus in excess of 46 million dollars.
There were no income taxes, and business practices were virtually
unregulated. In theory, businessmen believed in unregulated competition, but
in practice they were forever using "pools" and other devices to force their
competitors out. Businesses that operated on the owner's own capital were
managed quite at his discretion, and though stock market manipulations were
increasing steadily in importance, minority stockholders were still often quite
uninformed concerning policies and operations. Though many products were
still being made, under deplorable sanitary conditions, in tenements, the
factory system was developing rapidly and handcraftsmanship was declining.
The tide was already turning against small businesses, individually managed,
and J. P. Morgan and Company; Kuhn, Loeb, and Company; Kidder, Peabody,
and Company; and Lee, Higginson, and Company were widening and
extending their credit control. In 1899 and 1900 there were twenty-eight
books and some 150 magazine articles about the "trusts."
Many saw the balance of power passing from statesmen to financiers;
certainly there could be no doubt that clergymen, artists, and intellectuals
were lagging far in the rear. Writing in the Saturday Evening Post, Russell H.
Sage advised that boys be "turned into the active work of the world at fifteen
or sixteen," prepared to work eighteen to twenty hours a day if necessary and
never to spend a penny they could possibly save. Grover Cleveland's article in
the same periodical three years later, though not so inhuman or anti-cultural,
was still significantly entitled "Does a College Education Pay?"
Unfortunately, not all were sharing in the great American prosperity. The twoweek summer vacation was just getting started, and the government itself had
not yet adopted the eight-hour day.
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Woman worker in a shoe factory in the early 1900s
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In the textile mills the working week sometimes ran to sixty-two hours, in
steel to eighty-four. Garment factories paid women pressers as little as eight
cents an hour and men twenty-five. Miners began their underground work at
dawn. In off-seasons industry could shut down without notice, leaving the
workers without means of subsistance. Over one-fourth of the boys between
ten and fifteen were employed and 10 percent of the girls. In southern cotton
mills one-fourth of the employees were children, with six-year-old girls
working as many as thirteen hours a day. In northern cities, small bootblacks,
newsboys, and messengers froze in the streets and ran errands in saloons and
brothels. Some states had no laws at all regulating the employment of
children, and many suffered death or mutilation from machinery with no
protection or compensation. Yet the American Federation of Labor had
500,000 members in 1900, which was just twice the number it had had four
years earlier, and in Dayton, Ohio, there was enough alarm so that an
employers' association was formed to fight the unions. In such a climate of
opinion, it is hardly to be wondered at that the Industrial Workers of the
World (IWW) should have been formed in 1905 on the premise that "the
working class and the employing class have nothing in common."
Yet "agitators" were not the only forces behind the winds of change.
Sometimes they were fanned much more powerfully by "intellectuals" who
had no direct contacts with either capital or labor and whom the economic
barons despised too much to fear. If Yale's William Graham Sumner was still
the high priest of nineteenth-century social Darwinism, William James, John
Dewey, Thornstein Veblen, Charles S. Peirce, Richard T. Ely, Albion W.
Small, and other scientists, philosophers, and sociologists ("social science"
was a challenging new word) were moving toward a more "open" conception
of the universe as subject to changes in which the human will might have a
part. In the election of 1900 the Socialist candidate Eugene V. Debs polled
87,000 votes, and this was to rise to 400,000 in 1904, 420,000 in 1908, and
900,000 in 1912. Here and there too Socialists were being elected to local
offices; after 1910 thirty-three cities including Milwaukee, Butte, and Flint,
Michigan, would opt for Socialist administrations, while both New York and
Wisconsin would send Socialists to Congress. Yet some American reformers
were chauvinists and racists, and some were
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suspicious of the people whose lot they were trying to improve. Some
sponsored reform on the basis of simple, nonideological humanitarianism, and
some were actuated by the fear that unless capitalism was reformed it would
be destroyed and replaced by a monolithic state that would set up a ten times
worse tyranny than the capitalists had ever dreamed of.
Utility franchises in cities were generally under the control of the state
legislature, which might, however, be quite as corrupt as the city machine
itself. Such United States senators as Matthew Quay in Pennsylvania and
Thomas C. Platt in New York wielded great power as the tools of corporate
interests. But the home rule movement was gaining ground, and with it a
trend toward the city manager form of government. What a reform mayor
could do was demonstrated in Toledo, Ohio, where a Welsh immigrant, the
proprietor of an oil equipment factory, Samuel M. ("Golden Rule") Jones, was
elected in 1897. Jones defied the local machine, took clubs away from the
police, established a free lodginghouse and free kindergartens, set a minimum
wage for common laborers employed by the city, and championed public
ownership. Moreover, he held power until he died in 1904, when he was
succeeded by Brand Whitlock, who continued his work. In 1901 too the likeminded Tom L. Johnson, an industrialist who had become a disciple of Henry
George and an apostle of municipal ownership, became mayor of Cleveland
and remained in office until 1910.
Robert M. La Follette, governor of Wisconsin from 1900 to 1906, when he
moved on to the United States Senate, carried out a reform administration on
a larger scale. La Follette advocated direct primaries and later the initiative
and referendum. He opposed monopolies wherever they were not required by
the nature of things and advocated government regulation elsewhere, along
with regulation of railroads and lobbyists, competitive examinations for state
civil service employees, and much besides. Though he was not the first
reform governor (Roosevelt had been one in New York), he was the most
successful, and his success not only lived after him in Wisconsin but inspired
similar action elsewhere. In 1902 Oregon adopted the initiative and the
referendum. For various reasons, including lack of support from the
immigrants and fear of radical labor, reform movements often languished
both in the East and in the Far West, but Hiram Johnson triumphed in
California, and in
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1905 Charles Evans Hughes became governor of New York after his
magnificent exposure of life insurance abuses. In the Deep South the
reformers improved the condition of the poor whites but did little for the
blacks.
Many reforms, proposed or achieved, had nothing to do with politics save as
they employed poltical means to achieve their ends. The first juvenile court
was established in Chicago in 1900, but the most famous juvenile court judge
was Ben B. Lindsey of Denver. In 1900 a Committee of Fifteen, including
John D. Rockefeller, Jr., Jacob Schiff, and George Foster Peabody, explored
the "lower depths" in New York City, and a New York state building law
established minimum standards for lighting, sanitation, ventilation, and fire
protection. Support for reform often appeared also in unexpected places.
William Randolph Hearst's connection with the movement is touched upon
elsewhere in this volume, and the Chicago Tribune's Joseph Medill Patterson,
later the founder of the New York Daily News, became a Socialist and wrote
A Little Brother of the Rich to propagate his views. One of the Tribune's own
pet crusades was for the abolition or regulation of fireworks, which were
killing and maiming many children every Fourth of July. The first victory
came in St. Paul in 1903.
Of more widespread interest was the crusade against alcohol. In 1900 the
liquor interests were riding high. Only four states-Maine, New Hampshire,
Kansas, and North Dakota-were dry; there were 100,000 saloons; the brewing
firm of Anheuser-Busch had just reported the best year in its history; the AntiSaloon League was only two years old. Here was a crusade in which women
could engage wholeheartedly, for they knew what happened to a family when
the breadwinner squandered his small earnings in drink. Up to World War I
the antiliquor forces gained steadily. In 1908 alone, for example, Georgia
adopted statewide prohibition; Worcester, Massachusetts, became the largest
city in the country to vote dry; and both the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad
Company and the Henry C. Frick interests discouraged the use of liquor by
employees. (That same year too both New York and Louisiana prohibited
racetrack gambling.) In 1900 Frances E. Willard was already two years dead,
but her long-effective Woman's Christian Temperance Union lived on after
her, not only engaging in political propaganda but carrying on an important
educational work in teaching young people the
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dangers of alcohol, and Carry A. Nation was just getting started on her
spectacular saloon smashing.
But women still had plenty of reforming to do in their own behalf. They could
vote in only five states-Idaho, Wyoming, Utah, Colorado, and Montana;
worse still, three-fourths of the states prohibited a wife from holding property
in her own name; in one-third she had no legal right to her own earnings; only
one-fifth gave her equal rights with her husband in the guardianship of their
children. Until now it had generally been assumed that unmarried girls of
good family would live at home and be supported by their fathers. Teaching
and nursing were respectable occupations, and those with special gifts found a
way to exercise them, though often to the accompaniment of many raised
eyebrows, and those who went into medicine were considered "odd."
Education and technology were changing all this, however, and girls were
becoming stenographers (100,000 by 1900) and telephone operators, though
sometimes they earned only ten dollars a week. Many women who were not
working were joining women's clubs (there were nearly a million members),
and the Association of Collegiate Alumnae was also gathering strength.
In the field of transportation, the railroad, not yet equipped with oil-burning
locomotives, was king, supplemented, sometimes even threatened, especially
on short hauls, by interurban electric cars, which enthusiasts saw as soon
girdling the nation. Many carried baggage as well as passengers, and some
even put on dining cars; this business was destined to thrive up to about 1912
and decline rapidly thereafter. In the interest of the commuter trade, the
railroads were encouraging city dwellers to move to the suburbs and the
country, where, in the second half of the century, they would leave them
stranded. There were few paved roads, and though the first American-made,
gasoline-driven truck was produced in 1900 and the first tractors in 1902,
neither was very important as yet in American life.
In the cities, the trolley car, drawing its power from overhead wires, was
driving out the horsecars; some cities had elevated railroads also. Chicago had
built its first elevated on the South Side in time to carry passengers from the
Loop to the World's Columbian Exposition in 1893; in the early years of the
new century New York was also dreaming of tunnels under the Hudson and
East rivers. In
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the cities, traction companies ran open cars in summertime and, in the
absence of other available forms of transportation, people often rode them in
the evening to ''cool off." Those who were able to afford them had carriages
and buggies everywhere, and deliveries were made by horse-drawn wagons.
Livery stable owners and blacksmiths did a thriving business even in the city.
Many sidewalks were still made of wood, some of them built high on wooden
trestles on a level with the street, with a thriving rat population and other
things underneath; I can still remember when both the cement sidewalks and
the asphalt paving were laid along Chicago's Douglas Park on South
California Avenue, where I lived. Before that, streets had been paved with
wooden blocks, set close together and fastened with tar; if a hole got started,
it was a great temptation to a small boy to kick it and make it larger for the
pleasure of watching the wood shred. The first bicycle in America had been
seen at the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition in 1876, but the "safety," with
pneumatic tires, did not come in until just before 1890. During the last decade
of the old century, bicycling had become a craze with both men and women,
but the absence of modern paving in many localities was a handicap.
William Morrison of Des Moines is the reputed first maker of an electric
automobile; in 1892 he drove it through the streets of Chicago. The
automobile was essentially a European creation; the Americans merely
combined elements and established quantity production. The first automobile
show was held in Madison Square Garden in 1900. The previous year motors
had been barred from Central Park; this year they were limited to nine miles
an hour and required to carry a gong.
To us the most unbelievable thing about the 1900 show is that more than onethird of the cars shown were electrics and most of the rest steam cars. The
first "taxicabs" did not arrive in New York until 1907, and at least up to the
coming of Henry Ford's Model T the following year, the automobile, though
steadily wedging its way in, was still regarded by the average American as
something whose interest was confined to the rich and those who enjoyed
tinkering with machinery.
Compared with what we have today, early motorcars were both uncertain in
their performance and difficult to operate, and few women cared to risk a
broken arm when the vehicle "kicked" while
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Fifth Avenue, New York City, about 1905.
Courtesy, New York Historical Society, New York City
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