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Abstract

The persistence of the classic duel between reform and
bossism as the dominant theme in the literature on American
urban politics has been subject to increasing criticism in
recent years. This conflict, it is now argued, provides an
inadequate framework in helping us to understand the
complexity of American municipal development. While
accepting that initiatives suggesting alternative ways of
viewing urban politics are long overdue, such efforts, in my
view, can only achieve their purpose if they are based on an
accurate understanding of the role that the political
machine has played in the American city. Unfortunately the
consensus that prevails in the abﬁndant literature on this
political institution fails to provide just such an
understanding. In particular the existing literature fails
to furnish satisfactory answers to such key questions as,
How do we account for the emergence of the political
machine? What functions did it fulfill in the American
city? To what extent did so-called '"bosses" control party
organisations and city governments? Which sections of the

urban population supported the machine and why?

The aim of this thesis is to address these questions using
the Republican political machine (or "Organisation") in
Philadelphia as the model for inquiry. The thesis is
divided into two parts, the first of which shows that, in

spite of appearances to the contrary, an over-riding



cleavage between well-organised machine and reform forces
did not dominate party politics in Philadelphia in the
period prior to 1887. The second half argues that, contrary
to received wisdom, a fully fledged political machine did
not emerge as the dominant force in the government and
politics of the city until the turn of the century. This
development is attributed not to the influx of poor
immigrants to the city, but to changes in the organisation
and structure of Philadelphia's political and economic
system, and the ability of the new (internally) consolidated
political machine to overwhelm its.(external) electoral
opponents including its principal opposition the nonpartisan
reform movement. It is also argued that the machine, rather
than being the natural functional substitute for government
that its apologists have traditionally maintained, did in
fact function as a blight on the system of government in

Philadelphia.
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Introduction

The aim of this thesis is to address a number of issues with
regard to the urban political machine which, in my view,
have not been satisfactorily resolved in the existing
literature on the subject. These include such key questions
as, How do we account for the emergence of this political
institution? What role did it play in the American city?
Who supported the machine and why? To what extent did so-
called "bosses" actually boss political parties and city

governments?

This thesis tackles these questions using as its model of
ingquiry an urban political machine which up to now has not
been subject to critical examination, that is, the
Republican machine (or '"Organisation'" as it was popularly

known) in Philadelphia.]

Philadelphia provides a
particularly appropriate setting for such an inquiry not
just because of its inherent importance as one of the
nation's largest cities, but also because it achieved
national notoriety at the turn of the century when the
muckraker Lincoln Steffens, in his famous investigation of
municipal corruption, declared the city to be not only '"the
most corrupt and the most contented" but also '"the worst

governed in the country."2

The intention of thisvinquiry is not to chronicle the

history of party politics in Philadelphia but rather to

11



explain how and when the Republican machine emerged as the
dominant institution in the city's politics; to ascertain
what distinctions can be made between the various so-called
"bosses'" who, it is alleged, ruled the city between the
1850's and the 1930's; to determine which sections of the
local population supported the "Organisation" and why; and
finally to critically examine the functions that the

"Organisation" fulfilled in Philadelphia.

This thesis argues that, contrary to received wisdom, a
fully-fledged political machine did not in fact emerge as
the central force in the government and politics of
Philadelphia until the turn of the century. As this
Aevelopment'was contingent upon the establishment of a
reliable system of discipline within the Republican party
organisation and the ability of the latter to control votes,
the thesis seeks to explain how power was consolidated
within the Republican party and how the "Organisation'" was
able to command the support of the electorate on such a

regular basis.

The Republican "Organisation'", it is argued, did not emerge
as sociologist Robert Merton contends, as a response to
"needs'" and demands which other institutions failed to
satisfy, nor was it the creation of the immigrant masses.
Its estabiishment in fact, this thesis suggests, came about
as a result of a series of innovations initiated by state
and local party leaders which transformed the way in which

the Republican party organisation functioned at both the

state and the city level by the turn of the century. Its

12



creation, it is also argued, was in the interest of, and
apparently supported by, a major segment of the Philadelphia
business community, namely, a clique of utility
entrepreneurs keen to reap the benefits that the
centralisation of local political power would bring to their
own efforts to consolidate control of the city's public

utilities industry.

The thesis shows that the "Organisation's" ability to
command the support of the electorate was attributable to
the "personal service'" it rendered to the individual voter
(in particular to '"new" immigrants who faced the problem of
adjusting to a new social and economic environment), the
control it exercised over the election machinery, and its
successful exploitation of the divisions between, and
weaknesses, of its electoral opponents the Democratic party
and the nonpartisan reform movement. Finally it argues that
the Republican "Organisation" exploited the urban immigrant
poor as much as it helped them, and that rather than being
the natural functional substitute for government that
Merton's theoretical model suggests, the machine's role was,
if anything, of a dysfunctional nature; that is, it was
destructive of functioning government for the vast majority
of immigrants and poor people who needed such government the
most. Cohsequently, it is suggested that bosses no longer
deserve their current "good guy'" reputation in the

literature on urban politics.

With reference to the structure of the thesis, in Chapter 1

13



I review the existing literature on the urban political
machine illustrating in what ways the received wisdom on the
subject is deficient in terms of its ability to provide a
fully satisfactory explanation for certain key issues
concerning machine politics. The remainder of the thesis is
split into two parts, corresponding with the two periods in
which, I maintain, it is possible to divide the history of
party politics in Philadelphia during the second half of the
nineteenth century. The division is based on the number and
structure of political formations that competed for power in
the city and the characteristic processes through which the

struggle among them took place.

Part A begins in 1867 with Simon Cameron's successful
nomination and election as U.S. Senator for Pennsylvania.
This victory is generally regarded as the turning point in
Cameron's efforts to establish a Republican dynasty of party
bosses, which included his son Donald J. Cameron, Matthew S.
Quay and Boies Penrose, who were to rule Pennsylvania until
the latter's death in 1921. In Philadelphia, local politics
in the immediate post-war years was characterised by the
exodus of the city's men of wealth from public‘office and
their replacement by professional politicians. The section
ends in 1887 with the fall of James McManes and the "Gas
Ring", when the Bullitt Bill was adopted as Philadelphia's

new city charter.

Part A attempts to show, that in spite of appearances to the
contrary, an over-riding cleavage between well-organised

machine and reform forces did not dominate party politics in

14



Philadelphia. Chapter 2 traces the emergence of the career
politician in ante-bellum Philadelphia. It also offers an
explanation why, although the style of boss politics
flourished in the city from the 1840's onwards (such as for
example, in the exchange of patronage and favours for
votes), a well-disciplined and cohesive city-wide political
machine did not emerge at this time. A description of how
James McManes and William Stokley were able to establish
city-wide organisations, as a consequence of their
respective power bases in the Gas Trust and the Public
Buildings Commission, is provided in Chapter 3. It is also
argued in this chapter that, by failing to distinguish
between the structure and organisation of the Republican
party and the way that it functioned in the immediate post-
war period, contemporary observers and later historians have
attributed power and influence to McManes and Stokley that
they did not possess. Neither party leader, the analysis in
this chapter suggests, can be categorised as a genuine party

boss.

Chapter 4 shows that just as there was no cohesive city-wide
political machine in Philadelphia prior to 1887, nor was
there a well-organised reform movement. It is argued that,
contrary to received wisdom, the city's men of wealth
continued to participate in local affairs, but that since
political reform was limited to groups that were few in
number, short-lived and poorly organised, they did not enjoy
the degree of success against bossism that contemporary

publicists maintained.
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Part B of the thesis offers an explanation for the gradual
emergence (or "institutionalisation'") of the Republican
machine as the central force in the government and politics
of Philadelphia by the turn of the century. This entails an
analysis along two different lines, on the one hand to
account for the increased (internal) discipline within the
Republican party organisation and, on the other, to explain
the machine's ability to overwhelm its (external) electoral
opponents to such an extent that a one party system emerged
in Philadelphia as the Democratic party was reduced to the
role of a "kept minority"; a subservient auxiliary of the

dominant Republican '"Organisation'.

That a reliable system of discipline was indeed gradually
established within the Republican party organisation is
demonstrated in Chapter 5 where it is also argued that, as a
result of this development, successive party leaders David
Martin, Israel W. Durham, James P. McNichol and the Vare
brothers can (unlike their predecessors McManes and Stokley)
be considered to have been genuine city bosses. An
explanation of how the party leadership consolidated power
within the Republican party organisation is provided in

Chapter 6.

The "Organisation's" ability to control votes is examined in
Chapter 7. A quantitative electoral analysis reveals that

it waé environmental rather than cultural factors which

1" 1"

induced "new immigrdnts, in addition to the city's poor and

black population, to support the "Organisation'" in return
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for the '"personal service" that it provided. This finding,
it contends, should not lead us to conclude, as Merton and
most other scholars have done, that the bosses were 'good
guys" who served the needs of the urban poor. On the
contrary, it is suggested that the "Organisation'" exploited
its supporters as much as it helped them. The final section
of this chapter focuses on the Republican machine's
extraordinary degree of electoral success between 1887 and
the re-emergence of a competitive two-party system in 1933;
a feature of local politics which, it is argued, was
attributable not so much to public apathy, but to the demise
of the Democratic party, the local strength of Republican
partisanship, and the control the "Organisation'" exercised

over the election machinery.

Those who benefitted from, and supported, the establishment
of a fully fledged political machine, and those who were
opposed to it, are the subject of the final two chapters.
Chapter 8 demonstrates that, while the party boss was not
subservient to business interests as is traditionally
alleged, one of the main beneficiaries, and apparently
supporters, of the creation of a centralised political
structure in Philadelphia, was a significant section of the
local business community. The relationship between the
centralisation of political power and the consolidation of
the public utilities industry at the turn of the century, it

is suggested, was not just one of coincidence.

Finally, Chapter 9 shows in what ways reform groups after

1886 differed from their predecessors and offers an

17



explanation for the emergence of the nonpartisan reform
movement as the most serious threat to the "Organisation's"
hegemony in local affairs. It also examines why the
nonpartisans were not more successful in challenging the
"Organisation's'" grip on the city's government and its
politics. Indeed the failure of the reformers to remain
faithful to the principle of nonpartisanship, it is
suggested, was yet another factor which not only underpinned
the "Organisation's" hegemony in local politics but also
explains why '"good city government'" proved to be such an
elusive goal in Philadelphia in the early part of this

century.
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1. A Literature Review of the Urban Political Machine

There has been a growing reaction among scholars in recent
years against the persistence of the classic duel between
reform and bossism as the dominant theme in urban politics.
As Michael Frisch has written this debate, one of the oldest
arguments in American historiography, "has come to seem to
so many readers a rather tired circular discussion that
somehow has never gotten very far away from the original
dichotomy of Plunkett v. Steffens."! In a recent
historiographical review, Jon Teaford has shown that up
until the 1980's, this dichotomy provided the framework of
the leading historical accounts of municipal government in
America.

Whether the approach was quantitative or

traditional, urban government of the period 1850 to

1940 was seen as a clash between upper middle class

reformers seeking centralised efficient moral rule

and the political machines dedicated to rewarding

party loyalists and securing the mais of immigrant

votes through favours and services.
David Thelen has also noted the distinction between the
analyses of national politics and government and that of the
city by scholars.

While a wide variety of concerns has informed

analyses of national politics and government the

city has simply remained the scene for such

increasingly sophisticated variations on the theme

of the perpetual struggle between bosses and

reformers as the dichotomy between loca% ("bosses")
and centralised ('"reformers'") outlooks.

These historians have argued that this scenario is an
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inadequate one to describe the complexity of municipal
development in the United States because it has ignored
vital elements in the story of urban rule and diverted
scholar§ attention for far too long from other actors in
municipal government and other problems vital to urban
politics. Thelen, for example, reminds us that power in
American cities meant not just the apportionment of votes
and offices but also the apportionment of money and profits;
that the city was the land of opportunity for contractors,
landlords, bankers, manufacturers and utility companies, and
their survival and profits depended on their relationship to

city government. 4

It is now opportune then, according to these scholars, to
recast the central issue of urban politics. As Teaford puts
it'

during the 1980's it seems possible to rewrite the

history of urban politics and government along new

lines that do not neglect the diversity of

decisionmakers, nor the significance of such areas

of public policy as sani%ation, recreation, public

safety and public works.
Thelen is in favour of any model which would '"restore rats,
fires, taxes, diseases, schools, jobs, crime, transportation and
utilities to their rightful places as the central realities of

urban life."®

While accepting there is considerable merit in the claims of
these historians and that alternative ways of viewing urban
politics are long overdue, it is my contention that even
though there is a consensus among scholars in the abundant

literature on the political machine, certain key issues have
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not been satisfactorily resolved.’ The first issue concerns
the role that the political machine has played in the
American city, that is, the functions fulfilled by the urban

political machine.

Until the mid-1950's historical research into the study of
corruption tended to take its stimulus from a basic
commitment to reform and most of it was undertaken during
times when a general concern with reform was fairly high.
These periods were very productive, yielding rich materials
in the form of journalism, memoirs of reformers, and
treatises on '"good government'" which in their very devotion
to the overthrow of the '"machine" could hardly help
producing in the course of things a number of insights into

the nature of this political institution.8

However, as much
of the literature was heavily pejorative, concerned more
with excoriation than explanation, this one-eyed view quite
naturally emphasised the worst features of '"machine"
politics - its wastefulness, corruption and illegality. 1In
general, the political machine was presented as a sinister
and somewhat secret association of men who ran politics,
lived by graft, and were headed by "bosses" who came up from

the slums and were necessarily evil creatures. Even the

terms boss, bossism, machine, ring and organisation which

have been in common use for over a century are morally
"loaded" so that today they have little precise meaning.
Essentially the differences between a boss and a leader and
between a machine and.an organisation are normative, and

exist primarily in the mind of the speaker.
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The last quarter-century however has witnessed a fundamental
shift in this historical research pattern, so much so that
today, according to David Thelen,
we have come close to simply inverting the
prejudices of the Progressive Era. Steffens and
company argued that bosses at their worst were
arrogant amateurs who repeatedly sold out their
constituents, while reformers at their best gave
urban residents the chance to control their lives
by injecting a responsive professionalism into city
government. Now however, many historians believe
that bosses were the true professionals who
understood and served the needs of most city
dwellers,while reformers were arrogant amateur

politicians who imposed their centralised

programmes of efficiency on unwilling majorities.9

One of the reasons for this dramatic reversal may well be
due to the fact that the old-style Boss and his machine have
been in conéiderable deéline and so have begun to acquire
some of the fascination of other elements of Americana once
they were perceived to be vanishing. Whalers and whalemen,
cattle-towns and cowboys underwent the same process. In
this age of mass communication media and alleged
homogenisation of culture, the Boss's rugged individuality -
and he was an individual no matter what else he may also
have been - madé him an appealing and challenging figure for
a new generation of historians, social scientists and

writers. In Edwin O'Connor's, The Last Hurrah, Mayor Frank

Skeffington tries to persuade his nephew to join him. He
tells him that all the others like himself are gone. "When
I join them," he adds, "the old campaign will vanish like

the Noble Red Man."10

O'Connor's novel, along with Robert Merton's, Social Theory
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and Social Structure, were instrumental in establishing a

new stereotype of the boss at a popular and scholarly
level.!'l o'Connor's story, based on the life and career of
James M. Curley of Boston, presents a sentimental view,
depicting Boss Frank Skeffington as a shrewd, very Irish and
eminently human benefactor. His organised machine was very
much oriented to serving the needs of the people as
individuals, reflective of the ethnic make-up of the city
Yalthough almost tribally Irish overall), and kindly if
inefficient. Skeffington's political strength came almost
entirely from the ethnic population, the poor and the
elderly. O'Connor's insights were incorporated in the
theoretical model developed by Robert Merton to account for
the success of the political machine. Merton argued that
immigrants, the poor, and businessmen in an expanding city
were likely to support the machine because it served
functions that were "at the time not adequately fulfilled by

other existing patterns and structures."12

Since the 1950's Merton's functionalist theory has taken
root and there has been an increasing tendency to see
machine politics from a new perspective. Elmer Cornwell for
example has argued that the machine operated as virtually
the only agency which facilitated the political and economic
integration of immigrants into the community. Cornwell
suggests this was done by soliciting votes with the familiar
array of machine '"services'" - food, jobs, intercession with
the law and so forth - bringing their representatives into

the organisation, offering a career ladder to some

23



individuals and giving general recognition to them as a

group.13

Seymour Mandelbaum also has suggested that in the fragmented
metropolis of the Tweed era, the "big pay off" was an
essential if not the most efficient way of getting things
done, considering the problems of New York at the time.14
He argues that in view of the role and aspirations of the
city boss, the influence of entrenched special interest
groups and the rapid urbanisation of the American city,
corruption was almost, if not completely, inevitable. 1In a
similar vein, Alexander Callow has argued that the boss
éxploited the inability of government to supply the demands
of the emerging city:

The machine was not the ohly mechanism as reformers

would insist; it was not the most honest or most

efficient; yet as a response to urban needs it was

to put it in_ its simplest terms - a way of getting

things done. 1>
Again Zane Lee Miller, in examining the rise and fall of
George B. Cox in Cincinnati, is much less concerned with Cox
the grafter thén with Cox the politician and reformer.16
Miller fleshes out the so-called Periphery theory initiated
by Richard Wade, in which it is argued that by the outset of
the Progressive period the classic conflict of the city
against the country was replaced by the struggle within the
city itseif. Accordingly, Miller traces the demographic
spread of Cincinnati into three outlying ("Hilltop")
sections occupied by the upper and middle class, with the

poor and newly arrived confined to the central city (the

"Basin'"). The contest was between the inner city and the
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peripheries, and no longer a matter of conquering the inner
city. If the boss was to sustain his power, as Cox
realised, he must woo the periphery neighbourhoods, and in
so doing Cox achieved several reforms. Miller views Boss
Cox as emerging from a "decade of disorder," and imposing a
"new order" on the city's politics and government. He was
able to satisfy not only his party followers and the poor of
the inner city with patronage and favours, but also
reformers in the business community and suburbs by
supporting the secret ballot, changes in voter registration
and a crackdown on vice and minor graft. On his record of
reforms he helped to modernise city government,
professionalise the police and fire departments, and build a
large and expensive waterworks. Thus Cox was no free-
booting graft monger like Tweed, exploiting the chaos of
rapid urbanisation, but rather helped to soothe the cultural

and racial antagonisms in this mushrooming metropolis.

More recently still John M. Allswang, in attempting to

demonstrate the '

'symbiotic" relationship between bosses and
urban voters, vigorously insisted that the former better
served the economic and cultural needs of the "dependent”
and "semi-dependent" peoples who inhabited cities, than did

reformers.17

The product of all these recent works has been to establish
an unusually rosy picture of bossism. Indeed a more
striking revision of a historical image is difficult to

imagine. Ironically, while the boss's reputation has been
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rising that of the reformers has been sinking, due to the
pioneering work of Richard Hofstadter and Samuel Hays which
began to strip reformers of their noble rhetoric to reveal

their ulterior motives.18

Thus the former good guys and bad
guys of the urban drama have switched roles in the current
debate on bosses and reformers. Reformers are now seen less
as paragons of virtue and more as proponents of middle class
social control, while Tweed and company are now regarded as
having been a social necessity. The chief factor
responsible for this fundamental shift in interpretation,
and which still underpins the prevailing picture of the
urban boss in the contemporary literature is, as I have
identified, Robert Merton's seminal work written over thirty
years ago. Yet, surprisingly, Merton's theoretical model
has not been subjected to critical examination; perhaps
because logically immigrants, the poor and businessmen must
have benefitted from the machine otherwise they would not
have continued to vote for it. Nonetheless the question
still remains, How valid is Merton's analysis of the
relationship between the machine and its supporters? What
have been the manifest (as opposed to latent) functions of

the machine?

The second issue not satisfactorily resolved concerns the
emergence of the political machine in the American city. As
machine politics emerged as the characteristic form of city
goverﬁment in late nineteenth century America, scholars have
sought the origins oflthe machine in the peculiarities of

American culture and politics. They have focused in
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particular on massive immigration and the close association
of the machine and ethnic politics and have suggested that
the machine was created by immigrants, a product of
immigrant culture and ethnic conflict. The most familiar of

these arguments, for example, appeared in City Politics

where Edward Banfield and James Wilson, following
Hofstadter, argued that nineteenth century politics was
grounded in an immigrant political ethos at variance with
middle class white Anglo-Saxon Protestant values. They
suggested that the "individualist" or '"private-regarding"
values of immigrant voters led them to accept patronage,
corruption and "friendship", while the "unitarist" or
"public-regarding" values of middle class native Protestant

voters induced them to insist on honesty and the advancement

of the public interest.?

Nathan Glazer and Daniel Moynihan similarly suggest that the
attachment of immigrants to the machine was an expression of

primordial ethnic loyalties.20

They argue that social norms
of deference and personal dependence were Irish peasant
values of lasting vigour that were essential to machine
building and facilitated Irish political success. In
contrast, Richard Wade, Oscar Handlin, William Whyte and
Robert Merton focus upon the post-migration experiences of
the immigrant and have suggested that the machine can be
viewed as a political expression of living conditions in
inner city districts, as a defensive reaction against
discrimination, and as an outgrowth of the social structure

of these communities.21
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Despite differences of opinion over why immigrants were
attached to political machines, there is general agreement
in the literature on what constitutes such an institution.
Most scholars now agree that political machines had two
distinguishing characteristics. On the one hand, in terms
of "structure'", they were well-disciplined and cohesive
city-wide political institutions; party organisations which
functioned as their centralised and hierarchical structure
suggested they should, with the party leader (or boss)
capable of exercising control over subordinates both in
party office and public office. On the other, in terms of
"style'", they were characterised by what James Scott has
called the peculiar "organisational cement" (or linkages,
such as the exchange of patronage and favours for votes),
which bound machine politicians and their supporters

together.22

The problem with the examples above however is, as Martin

Shefter has also argued, that the explanation they offer for
the emergence of the political machine can account only for
the "style" of machine politics and not its '"structure" and

organisation.23

That is, although they suggest plausible
(though not necessarily accurate) reasons for the attachment
of immigrants to the political machine (and the oppositioh
of certain social groups to such an institution) they do not
fully explain how, in Edward Banfield's terminology, this
form of party organisation was able to '"centralise

influence" within its jurisdiction.24 Put another way,

conventional wisdom may help us to account for the machine's
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ability to attract (external) electoral support (and
opposition) but it fails to provide an adequate explanation

for its (internal) structural cohesiveness.

The inadequacy of conventional theories of the political
machine is highlighted by their failure to bring about a

clearer understanding of the terms boss, machine, ring and

organisation. Early scholars of urban politics such as John

T. Salter and Harold Zink failed to define the clout of
party leaders or draw meaningful distinctions between the
various so-called "bosses'". For example, with reference to
Philadelphia, Salter, writing in the 1930's, referred to
William Mann, Robert Mackey, James McManes, David Martin,
Israel Durham, James P. McNichol, Boies Penrose and Edwin
Vare as the "eight feudal barons" who ruled the city for

eighty-four years.25

Similarly, Zink, in his rather
superficial, impressionistic, collective biography of
bosses, continued to refer to them as '"feudal barons',

labelling James McManes "King" and Edwin Vare '"Duke'" of

Philadelphia.?®

Surprisingly in more recent years while Samuel Hays and
Melvin G. Holli dissected the reform cause into structural
and social reformers, and other historians such as Gabriel
Kolko, James Weinstein, John D. Buenker, J. Joseph
Huthmacher, Robert H. Wiebe and David Thelen have added
their own increasingly sophisticated analyses of the

27

movement, the urban boss has received far less attention.

Instead, historians have continued to lump various party
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leaders neatly together under the category '"boss'". For
example, the term "boss'" has been loosely applied to such
figures as Bill Tweed, Richard Croker, James McManes and
Israel Durham, but we do not know what differences, if any,
existed between the Tammany Hall of 1870 and 1900, and the

Republican party in Philadelphia of 1870 and 1900.

A brief elaboration is sufficient to establish how poorly
conventional theories help us to explain the emergencerof
the political machine, or enable us to draw significant
distinctions between various bosses. 1In Philadelphia, for
example, the "organisational cement" peculiar to machine
politics was a feature of political life both in the mid-
nineteenth century and also the early twentieth century. 1In
describing the emergence of the career politician in ante-
bellum Philadelphia, for instance, Sam Bass Warner Jr.
suggests that Joel Barlow Sutherland became the city's first
"boss'" when he built a Democratic machine in South
Philadelphia. Warner draws attention to Sutherland's
friendship to the workingman, his distribution of patronage
and favours, and his support for the basic economic

interests of the district.28

That the exchange of patronage and favours for votes was
still a crucial aspect of machine politics at the turn of
the century, can be deduced from David H. Lane's address to
division (precinct) leaders in his twentieth ward during the
1901 election campaign. The veteran ward leader explained
that jobs were not only the "backbone of the Organisation"

but the heart that kept it going:
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The cohesive power of the Organisation is
offices. We have 10,000 officeholders and they
are all ours........ The officeholders are the
backbone of the Organisation. We have all of the
officeholders and we want to keep them. Poles,
Hungarians, Italians and other foreigners when
they come here, vote for the Republican ticket.
Why? Because we have the offices and they

expect favours from officeholders.

In New York, they vote Tammany for the same
reason. Our organisation bears the same relation
that Tammany does to New York. If we would

keep these votes we must retain control of the
offices. Foreigners know that they cannot get
favours except through our organisation.

...... The ownership of the offices means the power

for distributing patronage and for conferring

favours upon citizens generally, who in return

will support the Organisation. It is through this

far-reaching power that the great Republican party

is given its majority in this city and state.

Without the officgg this great organisation would

crumble and fall.
Thus both Warner's analysis and Lane's statement fit the
generally accepted definition of machine politics very well.
However, although the exchange of patronage and favours for
votes was a distinguishing feature of machine politics in
antebellum Philadelphia and at the turn of the century, it

does not necessarily follow that the structure and

organisation of machine politics remained constant over this

period.

For example, it is clear from Warner's own account that
Sutherland's influence never extended beyond the first
Pennsylvania Congressional District and that his only source
of power was the various public offices he himself
personally occupied. Warner's use of the term "boss" then

is misleading in the sense that Sutherland never headed a
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city-wide organisation, nor could he reliably control his
nominal followers. On the other hand, we know that when
Lane made his election speech in 1901, the Republican
machine (as will be shown in Part B) had established itself
as the central force in the government and politics of
Philadelphia. It was a well-disciplined, city-wide party
organisation in which control was centralised under '"boss"

Israel W. Durham.

If we are to adequately explain then, when and how the
city's politics came to be dominated by a political

machine, it will be necessary to account more for the
changes that took place in the organisation and stucture of
iocal politics over this period than in the style of
political competition. 1In particular, the following
questions will need to be addressed, with regard to the
various so-called "bosses" who, it is alleged, ruled the
city between the 1850's and 1930's: To what extent is the
term "boss'" actually appropriate to them; that is, to what
degree did they actually boss? To what extent did they
control their followers in party office; the distribution of
patronage; the membership and decisions of the party
organisation's local units; the party nominations for public
office; the behaviour of elected officials nominally
affiliated to them; the passage of legislation through City

Council; city government?

A final objection to these conventional theories stems from
the fact that even though these scholars are interested in

who supported the machine - and indeed disagree over which
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immigrants were likely to vote for the machine, and why -
they have not made any attempt to test empirically the
validity of the various hypotheses that have been put
forward to explain the distribution of electoral support for
the political machine. It is only recently that any
researchers have attempted to do this, and their work has

produced some provocative findings.

kenneth Wald, for example, has shown that the electoral base
of Boss Ed Crump's machine in Memphis consisted of a

coalition of blacks and white ethnics.30

This may not seem
surprising since both groups normally occupy the lower rungs
of the social ladder. However, in Memphis, white ethnics
had achieved considerable economic success before Crump
built his machine, and in 1900 they were more likely than
white natives to fall into non-manual and skilled manual
occupational groups, while blacks were firmly rooted at the
base of the economic pyramid. Wald then goes on to suggest
that the common denominator between blacks and white ethnics
was certainly not economic, but rather social marginality.
From this perspective, Crump's machine appealed most

strongly to voters belonging to groups on the margins of the

dominant culture - the "outsiders" or '"strangers'.

Again in New York, Martin Shefter has attempted to explain
how Tammany Hall moved from a position of relative weakness
on the political scene to a hegemony over the city's

politics, based on the persistent and overwhelming support

of a large and disciplined army of voters.31 The bonds of
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ethnic, cultural and parochial loyalties of the kind upon
which the machine fed, existed among New York voters, but
remained fragmented among a number of competing
organisations. In a short time, however, Tammany came to
dominate the city's politics as these loyalties became

centred in it.

Although this happened very quickly, Shefter points out that
Tammany's hegemony over the voters did not develop
automatically. Apparently habits and attitudes ready for

immediate mobilisation may have been brought across from the

01d World, but they did not begin operating mechanistically

in the new political environment of New York city. It was
second generation immigrant voters who were more likely to
support the machine than more recent arrivals, because it
took some time to be socialised into politics. Tammany's
emergence as a dominant force depended upon an
organisational innovation; the extension throughout the city
of a network of political clubs that served as continuous
sources for support, loyalty, and recruitment to the
machine. Only then, according to Shefter, was Tammany able
to mobilise in effective and permanent fashion the mass of
ethnic voters in the city. Shefter confirms therefore, that
voting choice is a two stage affair, the propensity of
certain groups to vote one way, and the need to get them to
do so through an essentially political process of

organisation and network building.

To sum up then, I have suggested that a number of different

issues have not been dealt with very satisfactorily in the

34



existing literature on the urban political machine. These
issues include such fundamental questions as, How can we
account for the emergence of this political institution?
What functions did it fulfill in the American city? Which
sections of the urban population supported the machine, and
why? What valid distinctions can we draw between various
"bosses"? The aim of this investigation, as stated earlier,
is to address these questions using the city of Philadelphia
as the model for inquiry. In the first instance however, it
is necessary to identify precisely when the city's politics
can be said to have been dominated by a political machine.
It is this issue which is the subject of the following

section of the thesis.
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PART A

THE POLITICS OF INDIVIDUALISM AND RING RULE IN THE PRE-

MACHINE ERA, 1867-1887

It is my contehtion that, contrary to received wisdom, a
political machine did not dominate Philadelphia politics
until the turn of this century. The basis for this opinion
rests not on conventional theories of the political machine,
but on an examination of the number and structure of
political formations that contended for power in the city
during the second half of the nineteenth century, and the
characteristic processes through which the struggle among
them took place. Such an analysis reveals, as demonstrated
in Part B, that it was not until after 1887 that a political
machine gradually emerged as the dominant institution in the

city's politics.

Prior to this development, as the first section of this
thesis will show, the distinguishing feature of Philadelphia
party politics was the weakness of political organisations
and the fluidity of political alignments. Political
competition was characterised by the multiplicity of
formationé (such as volunteer fire companies, street gangs,
and committees of notables) and individual actors (such as
saloon-keepers, lawyers, publishers and entrepreneurs) that
contended for power in the city. Major politicians operated

largely independent of political parties, their influence
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being essentially a function of the size and strength (both
physical and financial) of their personal followings.
Consequently, political competition in Philadelphia during

this period was also quite violent and corrupt.1

As my view concerning exactly when Philadelphia politics was
dominated by a political machine is contrary to that held by
both contemporary observers and later historians, the aim of
this first section is to demonstrate that a well-disciplined
and cohesive political machine did not emerge in
Philadelphia prior to the introduction of the Bullitt Bill
as the city's new charter in 1887. Put another way, Part A
will show that party po;itics in Philadelphia was not
organised o; centralisea before 1887 and that, in spite of
appearances to the contrary, local political life was not
dominated by an over-riding cleavage between well-

disciplined machine and reform forces.

Chapter 2 traces the exodus of the city's men of wealth from
public office by the late 1860's, and their replacement by
professionél politicians. It also offers an explanation
why, although the style of machine politics was a prominent
feature of local political life from the 1840's onwards, an
organised and centralised city-wide political structure did

not emerge in ante-bellum Philadelphia.

Chapter 3 also demonstrates that while Republican
politicians James McManes and William Stokley were able to
exercise power and influence city-wide as a consequence of

their respective power bases in the Gas Trust and Public
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Buildings Commission, neither can be considered to have
been, in spite of the claims of contemporary observers and
later historians to the contrary, a genuine city "boss".
This judgement is based on an examination of the Republican
party organisation in the immediate post-bellum period which
reveals that it did not function as its centralised and
hierarchical structure suggested it should, that is with the
party leader capable of exercising control over subordinates
both in party office and public office. As McManes and
Stokley's power was confined to the public rather than party

offices which they personally occupied, it would be more

appropriate, it is suggested, to describe them as having
been leaders of '"Rings" (that is, an intra-governmental
operation which tied a loose coalition of politicians
together in the quest for specific material benefits) rather

than ambiguously as party bosses.

An analysis of reform politics during this period is
provided in Chapter 4. This shows that while the city's
"best men" did not abandon local affairs and politics as
historians have traditionally alleged, neither were they
responsible for bringing about the '"fall of bossism" as
contemporary publicists maintained. It also suggests
furthermore that just as there was no well-disciplined city-
wide political machine in Philadelphia prior to 1887 nor was

there a well-organised reform movement.
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2. The Emergence of the Career Politician

Pre-industrial Philadelphia was a small, geographically
compact and socially integrated community. It was, as Edgar
P. Richardson put it

the most successful example in North America of

the seaport city, a kind of city that the

eighteenth century had brought to perfection. It

was a community of merchants, mariners and

mechanics. It was urban but pre-industrial, a

tree-lined checke¥board of red-brick houses

trimmed in white.
Work and residence were often combined at the same address,
rich and poor lived next to one another, and there was no
residential segregation among racial, ethnic and socio-

2 It was a "pedestrian community" in which

economic groups.
human relationships were established by personal contact
over limited areas. A community that, as Michael Frisch has
said, was experienced directly and informally, for

individuals could not live free from the view of others,

from their approval or disapproval.3

In such a social situation, those who became dominant in
economic, social and religious life established and
maintained acceptable patterns for the entire community. As
Sam Bass Warner Jr. has written,

the real secret of the peace and order of the
eighteenth century town lay not in its government,
but in the informal structure of its community.
Unlike later Philadelphia, the eighteenth century
town was a community. Graded by wealth and divided
by distinctions of class though it was, it
functioned as a single community. The community
had been created out of a remarkably inclusive
network of business and economic relationships, and
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it was maintained by the daily interactions of

trade and sociability......the eighteenth century

pattern of settlement guaranteed every citizen a

knowledge of town life. At such density and small-

scale, no generation could be raised ignorant of

the other side of town, of the ways of life of the

working cliss, or of the manners of the haut

bourgeois.
The absence of residential segregation meant that
differences in values which might have led to differences in
public demands were not readily revealed in political
affairs. Urban political leadership reflected the
integrated community. The close corporation created by
Penn's Proprietary Charter of 1701 was a club of the wealthy
Quaker elite that fell with the Revolution in 1776.
Philadelphia's second charter passed in 1789 placed
legislative power in a Select and Common Council, and
executive power in the Mayor, who was initially appointed by
the State Governor but subsequently chosen by Councils.5
Since Councilmen were elected at large and the franchise was
restricted to local taxpayers (both important elements of a
political culture in the Federal era that Ronald Formisano
has characterised as ”deferential—participant")F' the City
Councils were invariably composed of men dominant in the

community's social and economic life - bankers, merchants

and lawyers.

Public office was the preserve of men of wealth and leisure
such as the lawyer Michael Keppele (1811-12) and the
merchant John Inskeep (1800-1;1804-6) who served one and two
terms respectively as Mayor in the early nineteenth century.
The most successful officeholder however (and to whom

officeholding seemed natural and proper) was Robert Wharton
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(1757-1834) who came from a merchant family and in 1798 was
elected Mayor for the first of fifteen times (1798-1800;
1806-8; 1810-11; 1814-19; 1820-24). A wealthy merchant and
sportsman and the most popular member of the city's local
aristocracy, he was President of the Gloucester Fox-Hunting
Club, sixteen times Governor of the Schuylkill Fishing
Company, the oldest gourmet club in America today, and

Captain of the First City Troop between 1803 and 1810.7

The city's merchant class provided public commissions, and
elective office with a variety of talent, experience and
expertise. For example, shipping merchant and banker
Stephen Girard, merchant and ironmaster Henry Drinker Jr.,
shipping magnate Thomas P. Cope, salt merchant Joseph Lewis,
drug manufacturer John P. Wetherill and the sculptor William
Rush, dominated the Watering Committee of the City Councils.
They were responsible for pioneering the building of
America's first municipal waterworks in 1801 - the Fairmount
Water Works on the Schuylkill river, which was also to
provide the basis of what was to become the first large

urban park in the country.8

In a similar vein, merchant
and philanthropist Roberts Vaux and Samuel Breck
successfully spearheaded the drive for legislative action to
establish a system of free public education in the 1830's.
The Free School Act of 1836 also authorised the
establishment of Philadelphia's Central High School, the

first in the country.9

The political leadership of the city's merchants, as already
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suggested, followed from their economic and social
leadership, a tribute, from their viewpoint, of their
leading role in the economy. Mechanics, artisans and
manufacturers were inclined to give their votes to
merchants, in part, on the basis of shared interests. 1In
the pre-industrial setting, it was merchants who organised
growth and prosperity, finding markets for mechanics'
products, lending funds for artisan production and
organising the pursuit of commerce. Mechanics, with
merchants, supported the Constitution and its promise of a

thriving commercial republic.10

Deference also followed from merchants' social leadership.
éolitics and the obligations of the rich to the poor, worked
hand in hand. As Sam Bass Warner noted, the lines dividing
the social, economic and political leadership of wealthy
merchants were only lightly sketched. In a variety of ways,
the division between public and private pursuits, public and
private leadership, and public and private generosity, was
an indistinct one. That is why Warner regards the city's
wealthy mefchants - such as for example the philanthropist
and shipping merchant Thomas P. Cope, (1768-1854) - as "old-

nll

style generalists in business and politics. Warner

suggests Cope,
regarded the city as the foreground of a man's
loyalty and public concern. Public life for him
was participation in the management of the city
and he drew no sharp distinctions among public
office, municipal com?%ttees, and private
philanthropic groups.

Cope promoted the economic well-being of the city. He

established a regular packet service between Philadelphia
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and Liverpool, founded the local Board of Trade, and for
twenty-two years served as its President and "like all
Philadelphia businessmen pressed for internal improvements
to expand the city's region of cheap, inland
transportation." A patrician who was the "poor man's
friend", he served as the manager of the Almshouse, one of
the Guardians of the Poor, and even carried food to the
houses of the sick. He also gave $40,000 to the Institute
for Coloured Youth to found a technical school for

Negroes.13

As well as demonstrating generosity and concern, wealthy men
also provided leadership in the volunteer fire department.
The fire company provided an arena in which wealthy men
could demonstrate their courage and their capacity for

leading other men, in this case, usually those of the

14

middling social strata. As officeholders, men of

substance could control mobs. The traditional form of riot
control, in fact, involved less a show of physical force
than the use of "respect". Politics, as Formisano reminds
us, was still very much influenced by the fact that this was

a culture in which a gentleman could be recognised by dress

15

and manners. For example, this was how Mayor Wharton was

described by one who knew him:

This Mr. Wharton was Mayor of the City in 1798 and
for many years after. He was bold, intrepid and
very active, ready at a moment’s notice to quell a
riot. His appearance at such gatherings with staff
in hand, and hat tipped a little on one side of his
head with firm step and independent authority,
would scatter the ire, and quell the fire of the
most ferocious mob. Philadelphia never hgd a more
efficient and popular municipal officer. |
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Like other forms of civic leadership, governance was founded
on respect for courage and benevolence. This merchant style
of political leadership and urban governance however began
to be eroded in the 1830's and 40's; The volunteer fire
companies, for example, no longer qualified as genteel
dinner clubs which met in rented inns or halls. In terms of
composition, '"respectable elements'" were replaced by the
"less prestigious social classes.'" By the 1840's the
companies contained only a sprinkling of middle-class
occupational groups, namely master craftsmen, small
shopkeepers and clerks. Most of the officers and nearly all
of the firefighters were skilled journeymen who owned no

real property.17

The social authority of wealthy men was also in decline.
Major anti-black riots in the 1830's and the devastating

nativist riots of 1844 testified to the inability of men of

18

substance to control mobs. In politics too, wealthy men

had been pressed to give way in the wake of the Workingmen's
Party, trade union and labour political activism, and
ultimately the career politician in the person of the

19

"boss". Political leadership once based on a more general

deference came to be based on party organisation and mass
partisan loyalty. Elections were increasingly characterised

by violence. 20

In these circumstances it was hardly
surprising that '"by 1850," according to Warner, '"the old
style generalists in business and politics....... were as

antique as the handloom weavers."2!
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How can we account for these developments - the exodus of the
wealthy from politics and the emergence of the career politician
in the person of the "boss"? Sam Bass Warner has provided
us with one explanation. He regards the emergence of the
career politician in Philadelphia as a part of a more
general process of specialisation and the division of
labour.

The new habits of business taught the mid-

nineteenth century businessman that the city was

not important to their daily lives and in response

these business leaders became igggrant of their

city and abandoned its politics.
As businessmen "abandoned the city's affairs" and turned
their attention to national and regional matters because the

larger economic environment became more relevant to profit-

making, 'new specialists assumed their former tasks."?23

It is perhaps worth noting first of all that Warner's
assertion about businessmen abandoning the city's affairs in
the mid-nineteenth century, is inaccurate in two senses. 1In
the first instance, the exodus of the wealthy from political
office was a post-Civil War and not an ante-bellum
phenomenon. Prior to the Civil War, the city's merchant
class continued to provide leaders who combined a deep
concern for promoting the city's political and economic
health (regardless of party). For example, the drug
manufacturer John P. Wetherill, woollen trader George
Morrison Coates, and Theodore Cuyler, general counsel for
the Pénnsylvania Railroad, each served as President of
Councils in the 1850'5 and 60's. The first four mayors of

Philadelphia after the political consolidation of the city
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and county in 1854 (see Figure 2.1) - Robert Conrad (1854-
56), Richard vaux (1856-58), Alexander Henry (1858-66) and
Morton McMichael (1866-69) - were all life long local
residents who had pursued successful careers either in

trade, law or publishing.24

Furthermore, a contemporary survey of the first Common
Council after consolidation observed that Philadelphia was
"represented by those whose business, wealth and position
impels them to guard her treasury and her credit."25 The
new Councilmen included John H. Diehl, merchant and
President of Independent Mutual Fire Insurance Company;
Stilwell Shaw Bishop, senior partner of the shipping house
éishops, Simons and Company; Conrad S. Grove, a manufacturer
of linseed o0il; William W. Watt, a textile manufacturer who
employed over two hundred workers; A. M. Eastwick, a
locomotive manufacturer who built a railroad line from
St.Petersburg to Moscow under contract from the Tsar, and
Alpheas W. Green, owner of a gentlemen's furnishing store.
In addition, there was also an owner of an iron foundry, a
coal merchant, a drug manufacturer, publisher, silversmith,
a clock and watch manufacturer, and a stageline owner. In
sum, the new council was composed of " an assortment of
practical, self-made businessmen, possessing great business
talent," all of whom had clearly not "abandoned the city's

affairs and its politics."26

The retreat of the city's merchant class and businessmen
from political office did not become marked until after the

Civil War when Councils were inundated with an influx of
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Figure 2.1. Map of the City and County of Philadelphia, 1854 to the
present. In 1854 the "old city" was merged with twenty-seven other
political subdivisions within Philadelphia County and grew from two
square miles to 130: the same area that it covers today. [Source:
Theodore Hershberg (ed.), Philadelphia: Work, Space, Family and

Group Experience in the Nineteenth Century (New York, 1981), p.127]



"fourth rate political ward jobbers who go (there) not for

w27

the honour but for the plunder. The changing composition

of Councils was also reflected in the make-up of the
Republican party organisation. Not one of the original
members of the Republican City Executive Committee in 1857
survived to the post-Civil War years. By 1869 the majority
of committee members owed their livelihood to politics. The
Republican Party had become dominated by career politicians
(see Table 2.1).28 This transformation in local politics
occurred because according to James Bryce, '"during the Civil
War, the (city's) best citizens'" had been

busily absorbed in its great issues and both then
and for some time after, welcomed all the

help that could be given to their party by any

man who knew how to organise the voters and bring
them up to the polls; while at the same time their
keen interest in national questions made them
inattentive to municipal affairs. Accordingly the
local control and management of the party fell into
hands of obscure citizens, men who had their own
ends to serve, their own fortunes to make but who
were valuable to their party because they kept it
in power through their gssiduous work among the
lower class of voters.?2

Another contemporary observer, the reform publicist George
Vickers, described this process in rather more colourful and
dramatic fashion:

During the war years there came to the front of the
party organisation, a baser element..... the rag-tag
and bob-tail in politics. They were the moths of
humanity drawn from the four quarters of the earth
to the staid Quaker City by the glare of opportunity.
One party to them was as good as another so far as
principles were concerned. The main consideration
that influenced their actions was opportunity for
self-advancement. With the Democratic party
labouring under reverses, and the Republican party
successful in city and state their lot was, of
course, cast with the latter. These political
Ishmaelites worked darkly and noiselessly......At

a time when every vote in the Republican party was
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Table 2.1. Union Republican City Executive Committee, 1869-
1870
Officers Name Ward Public office/
and Members Occupation
President John L. Hill 9 Collector of
Delinquent Taxes
Vice-Presidents John W. Donnelly 5
John H. Seltzer 13 lawyer
Secretaries John McCullough 10 assessor
Robert T. Gill 2 customs clerk
Treasurer George Boyer 19 liguor-dealer
Members Samuel Lutz 1 alderman
William Kelly 3
Richard Butler 4 inspector
Charles W. Ridgway 6 customs clerk
John V. Creely 7 lawyer
/Congressman
Charles A. Porter 8 county clerk
Jacob Albright 11 Albright &
Sheeler
William Andress 12
William H. Johnson 14 clerk
Henry Huhn 15 Fowler & Huhn
Joseph Ash 16 highways
inspector
George W. Painter 17 county
registrar
Joseph S. Allen 18 Allen & Stites
Gideon Clark 20 Register of
Wills
John F. Preston 21
Thomas Dutton 22 customs
inspector
A. L. Dungan 23
James Newell 24 federal
assessor
John C. Sees 25 deputy coroner
Morton A. Everly 26 collector
Harry Hancock 27 bricklayer
Hiram Miller 28 lumber dealer
Sources: Union Republican City Executive Committee, 1869-70,

(Philadelphia,

1869),

Historical Society of Pennsylvania;

Gopsill's Philadelphia City Directory for 1870

(Philadelphia,
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needed, they were accepted without question. They
at once made themselves useful, showed a practical
disposition to look after the welfare of the party
in the city, and thus in a measure relieve the
real leaders of the party, some of whom were at the
front.....Carefully and with great system did they
lay their plans and push their fortunes.
So successful was the "baser element" that, according to
Vickers, the Republican party no longer qualified as a
"political party..... .public freebooters was a more

appropriate title."30

The other sense in which Warner's assertion about the exodus
of the wealthy is misleading, is the inference that this was
a voluntary gesture on their part, that is they chose to
abandon the city's affairs and its politics. E. Digby
Baltzell in a similar vein also talks about "the gradual
withdrawal of the Philadelphia gentlemen away from public

n31 However the

service and into the counting house.
evidence, I suggest, would seem to indicate there was an
element of compulsion. That is, men of substance appear to
have been forced to abandon the city's politics as much as
they chose to leave of their own accord. The explanations
suggested‘by Bryce and Vickers above would seem to imply
this, plus the latter also complained that "men of character

(like himself) were driven away" from Councils. Similarly

Morton McMichael's North American argued that rising

partisan criticism in local politics had the effect to
"drive out of Councils, many high-toned gentlemen of
stiriing integrity." Furthermore, in May 1868, the Union
League, a social club composed of members of the local

business elite who had been loyal to the Union during the
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Civil War, launched an effort to secure the election of
their own candidates to office, that is of men "whom office
seeks, rather than those who seek office." The reaction of
the Union League to local political conditions and the
subsequent reactions of men of substance in organising
reform groups to clean up City Hall, simply does not square
with the notion that '"business leaders became ignorant of

their city and abandoned its politics."32

Warner's claim that the emergence of the career politician
was a part of a more general process of specialisation and
the division of labour is more persuasive, though by no
means the only reason for this development.
industrialisation, and with it population growth and
immigration, had by the mid-nineteenth century, as Warner
points out, begun to transform Philadelphia's economic and

33

social order. The artisan and merchant gave way to the

worker, industrialist and financier.34

More profoundly, the
consensus and community of the eighteenth century town, as
depicted by Warner, were shattered, and in their place was a
diverse and rather contentious aggregation of interests.
Preconsolidation Philadelphia was in essence a divided city
for the residents of the mercantile core of the old city and
those in the adjacent suburbs were separated along social
class, ethnic, religious, occupational and political

lines.35

The most important element in this political environment
was, according to Formisano, the establishment of political

parties. The national two-party system established the
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institutional continuity around which organisations formed
to help carry elections at the county, state and federal
levels. It did not make its presence felt in city politics
however until the new Whig and Democratic parties contended
for power between 1834 and 1850. Increasingly, from the
late 1830's onwards, city elections in Philadelphia, like
state.and federal contests (and like most places

nationwide), were contested along strictly party lines.3

In addition, the introduction of universal white manhood
suffrage in 1838 and the proliferation of egalitarian
appeals as the common rhetoric of mass political party
organisations also meant that deference virtually
disappeared as a factor in urban politics. 1Indeed, the
local counterpart of the Jacksonian Revolution was that
small, paternalist, elite-dominated city government was
increasingly challenged by career politicians and mass
political parties.37 It would appear then that the
emergence of the career politician was probably due to a
unique combination of circumstances; that is,
industrialisation, the extension of the franchise, and the
appearance of the national two-party system in city politics

for the first time.

The emergence of the career politician and the exodus of the
wealthy from politics is a familiar theme in the literature
on urban political development. Not so well publicised

however, as Amy Bridges points out, is the notion that the

career politicians' style of political leadership closely
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resembled the patrician style.38

Career politicians and
patricians were alike, according to Bridges, in the sense
that they each stressed personal generosity and benevolence
towards their supporters and communities, and proved their
courage and leadership capacity in the volunteer fire
department. Career politicians actually modified the
patrician style to suit their own personal ends in the new
political environment, for what distinguished them from
patricians was their reliance on partisanship, rather than
personality (or deference), for political victory, and their
dependence on municipal funds and patronage, rather than
personal wealth, to provide for their constituents and

supporters.39

For example, when Warner cites Joel Barlow
Sutherland as a representative career politician and the
city's first "boss'", he draws particular attention to
Sutherland's friendship to the workingman, his distribution
of patronage and favours, and his support for the basic
economic interests of his district.40 Thus, the exchange of
patronage and favours for votes, which Banfield and Wilson
and others regard as the distinguishing characteristic of

machine politics, was part of the career politician from the

outset.

However, although the style of boss politics emerged in
ante-bellum Philadelphia, a well-disciplined and cohesive
citywide political machine headed by a single party leader
did not. Why? There are a number of reasons why this
system of party politics was not organised or centralised at

this time. They all pertain, to some degree, to the
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structure and organisation of city government and political

parties in mid-nineteenth century Philadelphia.

Firstly, the simultaneous expansion and fragmentation of
city government not only exacerbated the diffusion of
political power, but provided opportunites for enterprising
politicians to create their own personal organisations. As
noted earlier, Philadelphia's second charter, passed in 1789,
vested legislative power in a bi-cameral City Council, while
executive duties were concentrated in a Board of City
Commissioners who were appointed by the Mayor with the
approval of Councils. It was not long,however, before the
radical fears of strong executives, inherited from the
Revolution and Jackson, prevented the Mayor and
Commissioners from exercising much independence of action.
When new municipal functions were added, as in the case of
water, sewage and gas, the Councils created independent
committees which did not report to the Mayor but to the
Councils themselves. The Mayor was ''gradually shorn of his
various powers and duties as Executive'" and 'relegated....
to being éimply chief of police and the figure-head of the
corporation, not holding even the check of the veto

power."41

Political consolidation in 1854 did nothing to arrest the

dissipatibn of government responsibility and accountability
for, as Edward P. Allinson and Boies Penrose noted in their
history of Philadelphia government, 'the organic law remains
unchanged and consolidated Philadelphia is the ripened fruit

of the system of the old city. No radical departure marks
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its event."42 yntil the adoption of the Bullitt Bill as the
new city charter in 1887 then, responsibility for city
services was fragmented among up to thirty-two separate
boards and departments all actively competing for their

share of city revenue. 43

Indeed consolidation intensified the problems of city
government because it left a number of county officers
outside city authority. The City Treasurer, District
Attorney, Recorder of Deeds, Register of Wills, and Sheriff
were among Philadelphia's most important officers, yet they
maintained independent offices on State House Row, aptly
named because they remained responsible only to the state,
though they performed vital city services.44 These elected
county officers were not paid a fixed salary but received
lucrative commissions on the fees they collected often

45

amounting up to $100,000 a year. Financial returns of

this magnitude proved a considerable temptation that career
politicians found difficult to resist, for as local
reformers noted,

these vast pecuniary prizes with their princely
revenues have proved the most potent source of
corruption in our local politics, stimulating
unprincipled men to obtain nominations by all the
disgraceful arts known to Ring politicians and
moreover furnishing the means through which every
fibre of our local political system is vitiated.
It is not too much to compute that a million of
dollars a year is levied upon the people by the
officials of "the Row'", the greater portion of
which is illegally exacted and much of which is
expended in manipulating precigct politics and
perpetrating election frauds.

Thus the fee system attached to "Row" offices enabled

enterprising politicians such as District Attorney William
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B. Mann and Sheriff William R. Leeds to build up a strong
personal following and in doing so make themselves

relatively independent of political parties.

The "triumph of localism,"

a consequence of the extension of
electoral democracy, constitutes a further reason why a
well-disciplined and centralised political machine failed to
emerge in mid-nineteenth century Philadelphia. The
expansion in the size of the electorate referred to earlier
was accompanied by an increase in the number of elected
offices. After 1839, the mayor was elected by the people
rather than by Councils, while state judges ceased to be
appointed officials. Political consolidation made the City
Treasurer aé elected ragher than appointed official and
created two new elected positions that of City Controller

and Receiver of Taxes.47

Howard Gillette and William Cutler have recently argued that
consolidation, "effected a dramatic shift of power from
local to central authority" and "concentrated power and
decision-making.....perhaps more than any other event in the

city's history."48

Although they are correct to stress that
consolidation brought unity of management to the functions
of government they exaggerate the centralising aspects of
consolidation for the latter fostered extreme localism in
politics. For example, it extended electoral democracy by
making ward officers such as school directors, tax

collectors and assessors, guardians of the poor, and

representatives on the Board of Health elective rather than
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appointive offices, for the first time. It also left the
petty judicial position of Alderman unaltered as an elective
office. 1In addition, consolidation provided that Select and
Common Councilmen were to be elected from wards and not at

large, as formerly.49

Consolidation then, by making these local offices elective,
enhanced their political importance and made wards the new
focus of politics. As wards served as the local basis for
representation on city councils and as administrative
districts for many of the municipal services, they now
became the basic unit of political life. Wards were turned
into the city's fundamental entities for political
organisation providing aspiring politicians a base around
which to build personal followings. 1In essence,
consolidation paved the way for the emergence of the

independent ward "boss".

The nature of political parties themselves provides the
final reason why a political machine failed to emerge in
ante-bellum Philadelphia. It needs to be stressed that
political parties at this time were loosely structured,
poorly organised, ill-disciplined and not subject to legal
controls.50 Accordingly they could be treated as just what
they were - private organisations designed to operate openly
on the baéis of personal favours and rewards in the spirit
that is of Plunkitt who "seen his financial opportunities

and took 'em."°!

In these circumstances party leaders could
not control the behaviour of local party officers nor of

party workers in public office. 1Indeed,. the party apparatus
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was so weak that career politicians relied on, and were
often products of, organisations whose primary purpose was
not the delivery of the vote. Consequently it was groups
such as the volunteer fire companies, gangs, social clubs,
coteries of saloon frequenters, and other structures of
status and prestige within neighbourhoods, that dominated

the electoral process, and not party organisations.

It seems that in Philadelphia fire companies were the most
significant group, for as Frank Willing Leach, secretary to
the State Republican party leader Matt Quay, recalled in
1905:
In those days [1856] local political battles at the
polls were not fought by Executive Committeemen, by
division workers and the like, as is the case
nowadays. The chief factor then and for many years
afterward wergzthe active members of the volunteer
fire company.
Indeed, in 1856 Philadelphia was considered to have an
excess of fire companies, as seventy of them functioned
within the city. These provided an arena in which a man who
wanted to be a political leader could demonstrate his
courage and leadership capacity, for their colourful
uniforms, exciting dashes to fires and competition for
community recognition made them very attractive to young men
in the city. Those who wished to exercise political
leadership attempted to gain executive office by
demonstrating their ability to the satisfaction of their
peers. Directors were elected from and by the members, and
bestowed with the considerable honour of supervising the

53

fighting of fires. Company members created each company's
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distinct identity. Some company names like Franklin,
Washington, Lafayette and Americus suggested patriotism;
some like Schuylkill, Southwark and Moyamensing,
neighbourhood; and some like Harmony and Good Will, a sense
of duty; while others such as Shiffler and Hibernia

indicated nativism and national origin respectively.54

The circumstances surrounding fire-fighting (such as the
race to arrive first at a fire, and the honour of
extinguishing it), community loyal_ties, and political and
religious differences, provided the basis for trouble
between these rival companies. Indeed, "the conflicts
between these rival associations became the major source of

organised violence before the Civil War.">>

For example, in
Moyamensing the Irish Protestants of the Franklin Hose
Company fought savage contests against the Irish Catholics
of the Moyamensing Hose Company, while in Southwark arson
and fighting accompanied the uncompromising hostility
between the Weccacoe Engine Company a temperance, nativist
outfit, and the Weccacoe Hose Company, an Irish and non-

temperance organisation.>®°

It was in the bitter competition
with rival companies that men were able to prove loyalty,
courage and leadership capacity to the satisfaction of their
fellows, thereby proving themselves worthy of support and
loyalty. Such local city politicians as Mayor William
Stokley (Harmony Engine Company); Sheriff William R. Leeds
(Goodwill Engine Company); Councilmen William E. Rowan

(Columbia Engine Company) and William McMullen (Moyamensing

Hose Company); Congressman Charles O'Neill (Franklin Hose
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Company); State Representative Lewis Cassidy (Hibernia Hose
Company); Chief of Police Samuel Ruggles (Columbia Hose
Company) and future "bosses" of the city in the 1890's, Dave
Martin (Taylor Hose Company) and Charles Porter (Schuylkill
Hose Company), all began their political careers in the

ranks of the volunteer fire companies.57

Street gangs were another significant source of support for
the career politician. Although we do not know how many of
these bands existed one survey uncovered fifty-two street
gangs in the city during the period 1836 to 1878.°8 They
tended to be concentrated in poorer working class districts
such as Southwark, Moyamensing, Northern Liberties and
Spring Garden, on the edge of the old city (see Figure 2.1).
The vast majority of these groups had very short lives of
three years or less, though some such as the Snakers (seven
years), Buffers (ten years) and Schuylkill Rangers (twenty-
six years) persisted for much longer periods. Headquartered
at a saloon, club-house, abandoned building or simply a
streetcorner, these gangs had distinctive dress, fashioning
clothing styles that became their hallmark. Their names
were also assertions of their distinct identity. The
Schuylkill Rangers and Kensington Black Hawks were named for
their turf; Killers, Rats, Bouncers, Spitfires, Tormentors,
Smashers and Flayers drew on slang, while Shifflers,
American Guards, Orangemen and Kerryonians expressed

59 Sometimes the turf and

ethnicity or nativism.
neighbourhood loyalties of the gangs coincided with those of

the fire companies. For example, the Weccacoe Hose Company
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ran to and from fires escorted by the Bouncers, while the
Killers and Moyamensing Hose Company, and the Shifflers and
Shiffler Hose Company had established alliances. Often

there was little distinction between the two institutions.

Gangs complemented the role of fire companies in the
electoral process, by promoting the political fortunes of
those whom they supported. They were particularly useful in
guarding ballot-boxes and keeping opponents away from the
polls. 1In return they were courted with donations,

patronage and freedom from arrest.®0

Gangs, fire companies
and the like, thus provided the bases then for grass roots
political organisation in ante-bellum Philadelphia. This
éevelopment*had important consequences for political parties
and the nature of political competition. From the partisan
and party leaders' point of view, as these groups were not
primarily political, they were a poor substitute for ward
organisation or for a permanent presence in the wards.
Collectively they served to give the parties popular ties
and a popular base but individually most of them were
unreliable for they were tied more to individuals than to
parties, and therefore capable of changing partisan
affiliation. Even when they remained faithful to their
partisan allegiance however, these organisations maintained
their own.-self-direction and autonomy. There was thus no
compelling incentive for them to accept centralised control
or to follow the wishes of the party leadership. The
independence of these groups had significant implications

for political competition. Their size and strength (often
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literally their physical strength) were regarded as a
measure of the influence of the individual politicians they
promoted, for the latter relied upon them to secure party
nominations and subsequent election. The electoral arena
then became increasingly violent and corrupt, as brawlers,
cash payments and patronage were variously used to achieve

victory.61

William "Squire" McMullen's career as Democratic "boss'" of
the fourth ward throughout the second half of the nineteenth
century provides an excellent illustration of the style and
structure of boss politics that I have been discussing.62
Born in Moyamensing in 1824, the son of an Irish Catholic
grocer, McMullen held a variety of jobs before he settled
into politics. He served as an apprentice printer and
carpenter, worked in his father's store and finally decided
to join the navy. It was on his return to Philadelphia in
the mid-1840's, after his enlistment expired, that he
established his reputation as a street fighter with the
Moyamensing Hose Company, earning the epithet "Bull" because
of his brute strength. When the Mexican War broke out, the
Company enlisted, and McMullen the loyal Democrat went with
them. He was ultimately placed in command of the '"Moya"
troops and returned to the city a genuine war hero. He was
a conspicgous leader of the Moyamensing Hose company and
considered a protector of the local Irish Catholic community
against the attacks of nativists, Protestants and a police
force drawn exclusively from the native-born population. In

1850, McMullen was elected President of the Keystone Club,
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an association of Democratic party workers and established
an alliance with the "Killers" streetgang. A few years
later he became a saloonkeeper. He was elected Alderman in
1856, and was simultaneously made a prison inspector in the
wake of the Democratic victory in the Mayoralty election.

He ruled paternalistically over his "subjects" and earned
the title '"Squire'" for the way he helped his neighbours gain

parole and other considerations from the legal system.63

McMullen enjoyed a successful political career because he
controlled votes in this poor section of the city "through

favours, patronage and outright cash payments to voters."®4

His "political style was based on rowdyism,"

as Harry Silcox
puts it. "His reputation as a street-fighter, a scoundrel
and a lawless thug marked McMullen's youth. Later these
same traits would characterise his election day
behaviour."®> Indeed, in the local election of October
1871, Octavius V. Catto, president of the fourth ward black
political club, was shot dead by one of McMullen's
associates. McMullen managed to survive the public outcry
following this incident. He also survived the abolition of
the volunteer fire department in 1871 and that of the
position of Alderman in 1873, as well as the demise of the
local Democratic party. He was able to do this because he
had been a loyal Democrat, made deals with Republicans like
James McManes and William Stokley whenever politically
expedient, and increasingly relied on his saloon as a focus
for his supporters. McMullen's strategy was so successful

that he was able to serve an uninterrupted tenure as Select
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Councilman for the fourth ward from 1874 until his death in

1901.66

Ward "bosses" like McMullen yielded little strength beyond
their respective ward boundaries, but they were crucial to
those who sought election to city office or one of the "Row"
offices. As these positions were elected at large, those
who aspired to such an office had to draw up alliances with
career politicians at grass roots level. For example, in
1856 '"gentleman-Democrat" Richard Vaux was elected Mayor
largely through his alliance with local "bosses" and
firehouse gangs, notably Irish Catholic politicians Lewis C.

Cassidy and William McMullen.®”

A lawyer, Quaker, and son
of merchant and philanthropist Roberts Vaux, Richard
connected himself with working class interests and
organisations such as the Columbia Hose Company and posed as
the champion of the common man. The price for the latter's
support was evident after Vaux's victory when "lines of his
supporters seeking jobs with the city filled the Chestnut
Street sidewalks."®8 McMullen for example, rejected a
lieutenancy in the police force in favour of a position on
the Board of Prison Inspectors, but he did secure the
appointment of at least six volunteer firemen from

Moyamensing Hose Company to the police force. %9

The most successful aspirant for city office at this time
was William B. Mann who was elected District Attorney in

1856 and served until 1874 with just one interruption, the
three year term 1868 to 1871. Born in 1816, the son of a

clergyman and teacher, Mann practised as a lawyer in the
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Northern Liberties district. He stood as the Whig, Know
Nothing and Republican candidate in 1856 and defeated
Democrat, Lewis Cassidy. Like Vaux and Cassidy, Mann
courted the support of local "bosses" and fire companies,
and was himself a member of the Pennsylvania Hose Company.
The election result was contested in the courts by both
candidates, and it seems that Mann prevailed as victor
because the ballot frauds perpetrated in the "uptown"
district of Northern Liberties were of less magnitude than
those carried out by McMullen in the '"downtown'" areas of

Moyamensing and Southwark. /0

As a "Row'" officer, Mann enjoyed an income of between
$75,000 and $100,000 a year in fees, which he used to cement
a personal following with various local "bosses'" and fire
companies throughout the city. Consequently, Mann was a
major influence within the local Republican party and
depicted as its first great leader and "Boss'" by his

enemies.71

Mann's position within the Republican party was
soon contested, however, by two career politicians who,
unlike Mann, did not have to suffer the insecurities
attendant upon constant public re-election, but owed their
influence to the unusual positions they occupied in

Phladelphia city government. These were James McManes and

William S. Stokley.
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3. Ring Rule

While the power of city and county office-holders, such as
William Mann, rested on a shaky organisational base, and
ward "bosses'" like William McMullen rarely exercised
influence beyond ward level, James McManes and William
Stokley were able to establish city wide organisations as a
consequence of their respective power bases in the Gas Trust
and Public Buildings Commission, which occupied unique

positions in Philadelphia city government.

JAMES McMANES AND THE "GAS RING"

An Irish immigrant of Ulster Presbyterian stock, McManes was
only eight years old when his family emigrated to
Philadelphia in 1830. After a brief education he went to
work as a bobbin-boy in a Southwark cotton mill and later
became an apprentice weaver. At twenty-six years of age
McManes had saved sufficient money to set up his own modest
spinning business but this was destroyed by fire, so he
reverted to being a supervisory foreman for Thomas Harkness,
a manufacturer of cotton goods. 1In 1855, he joined with
Edward C. Quinn, a conveyancer, in setting up a real estate
business which allowed him to pay off his old creditors, lay
the foundations of his future fortune and boost his
political career which had begun half-heartedly twelve years

earlier.
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Naturalised in 1844, McManes joined the Whigs and was a
prominent campaigner for Winfield Scott, their Presidential
candidate in 1852. After Scott's defeat McManes switched
parties and organised a People's Republican Club in the
Seventeenth Ward. He also joined forces with other
individual political operators such as William H. Kern,
William Kemble, Henry Bumm, Alfred C. Homer and H. C. Howell
in a "log-rolling" venture, whereby they all agreed to help
one another to achieve political success. As a result,
McManes was elected school director in 1858, a position he
held until 1866 when he joined the city Board of Education.
In 1860, McManes helped nominate Andrew G. Curtin for
Governor at the state Republican convention and supported
Lincoln when he was a delegate to the national convention.
As a reward for loyalty, Curtin appointed him Bank Inspector

of Philadelphia.

In 1865, McManes was elected to the Board of Gas Trustees by
Common Council and remained a member, except for one
interrupted break in 1883 to 1884, until the Trust's
abolition in 1887. McManes quickly emerged as the dominant
figure on the Board because, by the admission of his
enemies, he possessed '"the personal qualities - courage,
resolution, foresight, personal capacity (and) the judicious

preferencé of the substance of power to its display," needed

for political leadership.?

With his "centre of power" in
the Gas Trust, he became all-powerful in the city's
politics, because according to James Bryce, McManes,

by his superior activity and intelligence, secured
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the command of the whole [Republican] party

machingry and reached.the higb pgsition of

recognised Boss of Philadelphia.
why, and how, did the Gas Trust become the '"centre of power"
with McManes as the "Boss of Philadelphia"? In 1835, the
City Council enacted an ordinance which provided for the
establishment of a gas works with a capital outlay of
$100,000 to be secured by an issue of stock. The city
reserved the right to purchase the plant at any time by
converting the stock into a twenty year loan. In addition,
the administration of the plant was placed in the hands of a
Board of twelve members elected by Councils, who constituted
the trustees of the loans issued for the construction and
enlargement of the gas works. By an ordinance of June 17,
1841, the city exercised its right to become the owner of
the gas works. The ordinance also provided that the trustee
system should be continued until the loans on the gas works
account had been paid off. As thirty year loans under these
conditions were issued until 1855 (after 1855, subsequent
loans required by the Gas Trustees were made payable by the
City Treasurer) the Board of Trustees had an assured lease

of life until 1885.4

It was soon apparent that the Gas Trust had been unwittingly
invested with autocratic power for as Henry C. Lea pointed

out:

When the Gas Trust was organised in a shape that
rendered it impervious to political influences, it
seems to have been the fond belief that it would
always be kept in the hands of such men as
Alexander Dallas Bache, Samuel V. Merrick,
Frederick Brown, Joseph S. Lavering, M. W. Baldwin
and others of similar high character whose names
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figure in the early lists of Trustees. With the
gradual deterioration of our municipal
administration such names as these disappear and
are replaced by working politicians whose earnest
efforts to obtain admission to unsalaried position,
entailing no little labour can scarcely be expected
to arise from disinterested self-sacrifice. The
inevitable result is that the Gas Trust becomes a
vast political machine, wielding the influence
derivable from hundreds gf appointments and
millions of expenditure.

As Dr. Frederick W. Spiers of the Municipal League later
recalled:

The unique opportunities for spoliation offered by
this irresponsible administrative board were
speedily recognised and during the Civil War period,
a body of political bandits succeeded in capturing
the Trust. From this vantage ground, they
proceeded to corrupt the whole municipal
administration, and the Philadelphia Gas Ring
speedily created a political machine which rivalled
that of its contemporary - the Tweed Ring - in the
neatness and dispatch with which it transferred the
money of the people from th% public treasury to the
pockets of the politicians.

The Trust was able to achieve this because although the
Select and Common Council each elected six trustees who
served for a period of three years, they did not control the
Board. As Henry C. Lea explained to Bryce:

It might be thought that the power of election
vested in the Councils would enable the latter to
control the trustees, but when "politics" invaded
the trust, a vicious circle speedily established
itself and the trust controlled the councils. Its
enormous pay-roll enabled it to employ numerous
"workers" in each of the 600 or 700 election
divisions [precincts] of the city, and aspirants
for seats in the councils found it almost
impossible to obtain either nomination or election
without the favour of the Trust. Thus the Councils
became filled with its henchmen or "heelers'",
submissive to its bidding, not only in the
selection of trustees to fill the four yearly
vacancies, but in every detail of city government
with which the leaders of the trust desired to
interfere. It is easy to understand the enormous

possibilities of power created by such a position.7
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McManes' clout depended on the resources of the Gas Trust,
which were considerable. The Board spent over four million
dollars a year, half of which took the form of large
contracts for purchasing supplies. It also employed a
workforce which fluctuated from eight hundred to two
thousand men.8 Henry C. Lea, in his report for the Citizens
Municipal Reform Association, claimed that the gas works
were grossly over-manned, produced gas of an inferior
qguality, had excess leakage, and made too little profit for

the city.9

One reason for the low profit was that the
Trustees paid approximately $1 per ton over the current
market price for coal. This "drawback" amounted to a total
"wastage" of one million dollars a year, much of which the
Gas Trustees probably received back, it was alleged, in the

form of a rebate or "kickback".10

Several attempts were made by reformers and Councils to
improve the accountability of the Gas Trust but all these
efforts in 1854, 1858, and 1868 failed in the Courts, which
ruled that the trustees had a secure lease of life until the
final loan matured in 1885. Henry C. Lea pointed out the
"anomalous position" occupied by the Gas Trust as a result
of these judgements:

Its property is in reality the property of the
city which holds the title to all its real estate:
if ably managed, its profits would enure to the
benefit of the public; if recklessly or corruptly
conducted, the loss falls upon the city. The city
is liable for the loans which are administered by
the Trust. The Trustees are elected by Councils,
and yet when once elected, they are practically
independent of the power creating them, which is
responsible for their acts, and for whose profit
or loss they are acting......
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....... ..The Gas Trust is thus a close corporation,
permitting no intrusion or investigation, holding
its sessions in secret, giving out contracts at its
pleasure, without public competition, submitting
its accounts to no auditor, presenting to the public
such information, and no more, of its acts and
doings as it pleases, spending annually more than
four million of public money and practically
admitting no accountability to anyone. That it
should become a political engine of vast influence
was inevitable and that its management should share
in the general degradation ?¥ municipal politics

is a necessary consegquence.

Thus the Gas Trust ''became the centre of power" as the

Public Ledger put it. 1Its authority

became absolute. Political caucuses were held in
the Board Room. Appointments to the local, state
and national offices emanated from its walls and
aspiring young politicians %ooked to its sacred
precincts for inspiration.1

Bryce explained that such a consequence was not so
remarkable for,

it must be remembered that when a number of small
factions combine to rule a party, that faction
which is a little larger or better organised, or
better provided with funds than the others, obtains
the first place among them and may keep it so long
as it gives to the rest a fair share of the booty,
and directs the policy of the confederates with
firmness and skill........

The merit of the system was that it perpetuated
itself, and in fact grew stronger the longer it
stood. Whenever an election was in prospect, the
ward primaries of the Republican party were
thronged by the officers and workpeople of the Gas
Trust and other city departments who secured the
choice of such delegates as ?§e Ring had previously
selected in secret conclave.
McManes' influence was particularly strong in the Tax
Department, for example, which he controlled between 1873
and 1882, as the office of Receiver of Taxes was occupied
successively by his close associates and fellow gas

trustees, Thomas J. Smith (1873-76) and Albert C. Roberts
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(1876-81). Indeed, Independent Republican, Joseph Caven,
called the Tax Office, "a graduating place for gas

trustees."14

The position was very attractive in the 1870's
because a new office, that of Collector of Delinguent Taxes,
had been created to recover the ten million dollars of
outstanding tax arrears that had accumulated in the city.
The Collector, appointed by the Receiver, was paid a five
per cent commission on the taxes he recovered. This office
vielded fees of between $150,000 and $200,000 a year between
1873 and 1881, making it "one of the richest prizes of the

political Spoilsman."15

The material benefits that McManes gained from the Gas Trust
and the Tax Office meant that "his power in city politics
equalled and ordinarily exceeded that of any other person."
According to Harold Zink, McManes "had become sufficiently

nl6

powerful to deserve the appellation 'King'. Similarly,

the North American in its obituary on McManes suggested he

was '"one of the most powerful dictators whoever ruled this
city. His rule was absolute, as that of a Czar, and his

word was law." 17

WILLIAM S. STOKLEY AND THE "BUILDINGS RING"

William S. Stokley was the other leading politician who
emerged in the immediate post-war years and he was to
challénge McManes for the title of "city boss" from his
centre of power on the Public Buildings Commission, and as

Mayor of the City from 1871-81. Stokley epitomised the
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self-made man. Born in Philadelphia in 1823, the eldest
child of three, he was only in his youth when his father
died, leaving him with the responsibility of caring for the
family. He established a successful confectionery business,
and entered politics through the Franklin Hose Company. An
active fireman for sixteen years, he served as the Company's
treasurer and its representative on the City's Fire
Association, In 1860 Stokley was elected as a Republican to
the Common Council from the ninth ward, and after being
successively re-elected for four terms, gained the
Presidency in 1865. By 1867, Stokley had moved on to the
upper chamber and in 1868 was elected President of the

Select Council.18

While President of the Select Council Stokley established a

"reformer".

modest reputation as a "law and order man" and
This was based on two controversial ordinances he
introduced, one calling for the abolition of the volunteer
fire companies in favour of a professional fire department;
and the other advocating the transfer of the gas works from
the Gas Trust to a Department of Gas. Both ordinances
successfully passed Councils, though the gas works remained
under the Trust after McManes' appeal to the state Supreme
Court was upheld. The 1867 measure advocating the
establishment of a paid fire department by 1871 seems to
have been successful for a number of reasons. Firstly,
public opinion had become increasingly hostile towards the

volunteer system, as fire companies had a long record of

street-fighting, arson, shooting and murder. Secondly, new
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technology in the form of the steam-powered fire engine
drove a wedge into the volunteers' ranks. The new engines
were not only very costly but also heavy, requiring horses
rather than men to pull them. Consequently the city argued
that it was now opportune to rationalise operations.
Finally, professional politicians who, like Stokley himself,
were often former firemen believed there was a need for
change. They recognised that the volunteer fire companies
were too unruly and unpredictable and too much inclined to
adopt independent lines of action to fit comfortably into
Republican party organisation's efforts to unify political
control of the city. Stokley's reform of the fire service
and his efforts to transfer the gas works to the city won
general support throughout the city and formed the basis of

his successful bid for the Mayoralty in 1871.19

As President of Select Council Stokley was also involved in
the dispute over the erection of new public buildings. The
controversy over their location and over who was to build
them and control the expenditures was to leave Stokley in an
unprecedented position of power in Philadelphia. What was
not disputed was that Philadelphia desperately needed public
buildings to house its growing government and court systems.
As early as 1838, rapid population growth, commercial
developments and the expansion of government services and
bureaucracy, had led civic leaders to advocate the need of
concentrating these services in a single forum. The failure
to agree on how this should be done meant that the problem

had considerably intensified when Councils again revived the
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issue after the Civil War. In February 1867 an ordinance
wés drafted making building commissioners of the Councils'
Committee on City Property and suggesting that the new
buildings be erected on Penn Square in the ninth ward. A
Special Joint Committee of Councils set up to consider the
issue reported back with two amendments designed to satisfy
the city's commercial interests. It suggested that a number
of prominent businessmen replace the Committee on City
Property as Building Commissioners and proposed that the
site be changed to Independence Square in the fifth ward
commercial area. Stokley, as Select Councilman for the
ninth ward, opposed the change of site and along with A.
Wilson Henszey (tenth ward), his ally in the Common Council,
successfully led the effort to reject the ordinance and

postpone the issue indefinitely.20

In 1868, William Bumm, an associate of McManes and chairman
of the City Property Committee, introduced a new bill for
public buildings keeping the Independence Square site but
replacing the businessmen commissioners with men who were
more politically oriented, such as the chief engineer, and
surveyor, the highways commissioner and the Committee on
City Property all of whom were appointed by Councils, plus
some other Councilmen and contractors who could sell their
services to the city. The bill passed both Councils and was
approved by the Mayor in January 1869. The Commission
brought together jobbers and contractors belonging to the
Mann wing of the Republican party. As a sop to Stokley who

joined the Commission by right of his position as President
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of Select Council, the Commissioners elected him President

of the body.21

Unable to gain support for the Penn Square site, Stokley
turned to newly elected State Senator Wilson Henszey for
help. He supported Henszey's successful efforts in guiding
bills through the state legislature that made Independence

' submitted the issue of the

Square "a public green forever,'
site for the buildings to a popular vote and established a
new commission. The new Buildings Commission set up on
August 5, 1870 did not include any members of the original
commission established the previous year. Instead it was
composed of the Mayor, Presidents of Councils, and
éouncilmen John Rice, Henry Phillips and Stokley, as well as
Theodore Cuyler and John P. Wetherill, who were two former
Councilmen with close ties to the business community. This
development represented a considerable coup on the part of
Stokley and Henszey for they had entirely changed the

complexion of the Commission. 22

However the new Commission
"aroused general indignation" because of its unlimited
power. Councils were denied supervisory powers and were
directed to accept any contracts the Commission entered into
and to raise money through an annual tax on property.23 As
lawyer and reformer Horace Binney put it, the state
legislature

have appointed for us a Building Commission,

empowered to tax us without limit, and to spend

our money without supervision, to hold office

without restriction of time and to £fill all

vacancies in their own body...... inflicting on us

all the evils of taxation without representation.24

Although the Commission "was so subversive of the principles
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of self-government" reform efforts to abolish it failed, and
it remained intact until 1901, when the task of building a

new city hall was complete.25

The referendum on the site of the city hall gave a narrow
majority in favour of Penn Square over Washington Square,
even though many business leaders argued that the former was
too isolated from the city's commercial district.2® The
éommission then entered a new controversy by proposing to
build a single mammoth city hall at the intersection of the
city's major thoroughfares, Broad and Market streets,
instead of having separate offices on each of the four
blocks constituting Penn Square. The intersection scheme
was vehemently opposed by the city's business community and
Stokley voted against the proposal when it was raised in
June 1871. Stokley also suggested that all the contracts
awarded by the Commission should be subject to the approval
of the City Council. These actions enabled Stokley to
deflect public criticism against himself in the crucial
period prior to his nomination and election as Mayor in

November, 1871.

According to Howard Gillette however, Stokley's behaviour
subsequent to his proposal advocating Council supervision
"reveals calculated deceit," because far from seeking to

dilute the Commission's powers, he worked hard to fill it

with allies.?2’

For example, when Henry Phillips, Theodore
Cuyler, John P. Wetherill and John Rice resigned from the

Commission over a six month period between October 1871 and
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April 1872, Stokley secured the election of associates such
as Mahlon Dickenson, former Receiver of Taxes Richard Peltz,
and the latter's brother-in-law, marble-cutter John Hill,
all of whom had known him since his days as a fireman. 28
Moreover, except for Hill who served until 1894, they all
remained Commissioners for thirty years, until the body was
abolished in 1901.22 1In the process, they spent $24
million, well over double the original $10 million estimate
for the construction of city hall. Over 20 percent of this
amount was attributable to a single contract, the largest
ever awarded in the city's history. In October 1872, the
Commission, without advertising for bids, gave a $5,300,000
contract to William Struthers & Son, to provide marble as
the foundation material for the new building. Critics were
guick to point out that Struthers would provide marble from
the Lee Quarry in Massachusetts, which was owned by ex-
Commissioner John Rice, and was where John Hill had served
his apprenticeship. Soon afterwards both Stokley and Hill
moved into $20,000 brownstone houses on Filbert Street,
provided, it was alleged by the press, by city building

contractors.30

Stokley's position on the Buildings Commission paved the way
for further political alliances. District Attorney William
Mann, for example, was made one of the sureties for the
Struther's contract. In addition, as the intersection
scheme disrupted street railway traffic, Stokley used his
influence to help the Union Railway Company break the West

Philadelphia Railway's Company exclusive privilege of laying
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tracks on Market Street. Stokley bestowed a number of
favours on Union Directors and major stockholders. For
example, in 1873 Stokley's friends in Councils secured
authorisation to deposit city money in Union Directors'
William Kemble and James McManes' People's Bank. The
Commission also named city treasurer, and Union stockholder,
Peter Widener as its own treasurer. Another Union
stockholder, Sheriff William Leeds, secured from the
Commission brick contracts worth over $50,000 in 1873 alone.
Another contract, worth over $200,000 over five years from
1874 to 1879, was awarded to the Excelsior Brick Company
which listed among its directors Widener's business

colleague, William Elkins.31

The links between these individuals were cemented still
further through the practice of what George Washington
Plunkitt has termed "honest graft".32 Under Mayor Stokley
and Highways Commissioner John Hill, highway expenditures
mushroomed into a one million dollar a year business. The
bulk of this money was appropriated for city improvements in
Philadelphia's growing suburban districts (see Table 3.1).33
Hill, along with close associates such as Leeds, Henszey,
Dickenson, Widener, Elkins, as well as Councilman George
Dorlon, Prothonotary John Loughridge, Registrar of Water
James Wark, and contractor Charles Porter, bought land in
west and north central Philadelphia, and then made sure the
city provided the improvements necessary to enhance the

34

value of the property. The "highway ring's" success was

guaranteed because Stokley had secured Henszey's election as
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Table 3.1. The Distribution of Population in Philadelphia,

1850, 1880
Districtsb
0ld City Adjacent to Outlying Total
0ld City Districts
1850 121,376 218,669 68,717 408,762
(29.7)2@ (53.5) (16.8)
1880 112,846 361,024 373,300 847,170
(-7%) (+65.1%) (+443%) (+207.3%)
(13.3) (42.6) (44.1)

Source: John Daly and Allen Weinberg, Genealogy of
Philadelphia County Subdivisions 2nd edn. (Philadelphia,
1966), pp. 92-100.

a Figures in parentheses represent the proportion of the

total population in Philadelphia county.

Spring Garden, Northern Liberties, Kensington,
Moyamensing and Southwark districts.

President of Common Council (1873-76) who in turn had
appointed William Ellwood Rowan (27th ward) as Chairman of
the Committee on Highways and John Bardsley (28th ward) as
head of the Finance Committee. Both Councilmen were keen to
provide municipal services for their own districts and

approved every highway appropriation requested.35

The Philadelphia Times in March 1875, suggested that the
control of city services allowed Stokley, Hill and Leeds to
rule the city:

The secret of the great influence exercised by the
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Table 3.2. The Society of Mysterious Pilgrims, 1872-75

Name Public Office Affiliation
John E. Addicks Health Officer Stokley
James B. Alexander State Senator
Joseph R. Ash State Representative
William Baldwin Councilman
Thomas J. Barger Buildings Commissioner Democrat
David Beitlerl Alderman
Henry H. Bingham Clerk of Quarter Sessions Cameron
Joseph A. Bonham Solicitor, Register of Wills
James Brearly Chief Clerk,

Register of Wills

William M. Bunn Guardian of the Poor
William C. Calhoun Sealer of Weights & Measures
Lewis C. Cassidy Buildings Commissioner Democrat
Gideon Clark! Register of Wills
John Cochrane Councilman
Charles C. Cochrane Cashier, City Treasurer Democrat
C.H.T. Collis City Solicitor Stokley
Harry Coward Highways contractor Stokley
E. W. Davis State Senator
Jacob B. De Havenl Tax Collector
William A. DelaneyI Book-keeper
Hamilton Disstonl Fire Commissioner Indep.
George Dorlan Councilman Stokley
Joseph H. Edwards? deputy Sheriff
William L. Elkins Councilman Cameron
William Elliott© Sheriff Cameron
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N. F. English

George D. Glenn!

E. W. C. Greene®
A. Wilson Henszey
John L. Hilll
Marshall C. HongI
Harry Hunter
Hiram Hunter
éamuel P. Jonesl
Samuel JosephsI

James N. Kerns

William King

John Lamon

David H. Lane
Peter Lane
William R. Leeds!
Robert Loughlin
John Loughridge
Robert Mackey
William Mann

John McCall

John McCullough

Alexander McCuenI

George H. Moorel
Robert Morris
Richard Peltz!
Charles A.Porter?

William A. Porter

Flour Inspector

Caterer, Quarter Sessions
Pension Agent

President, Common Council
Highways Commissioner
deputy Sheriff

State Representative
State Senator

Clerk

State Senator

U.S. Marshall

Chief Clerk,
City Controller

State Senator

deputy Recorder of Deeds
Clerk, City Treasurer
ex-Sheriff

Councilman
ex-Prothonotary

State Treasurer
Prothonotary
Councilman

Councilman

Fire Commissioner
Alderman

Mercantile Appraiser
Buildings Commissioner
Highways contractor

Fire Commissioner
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McManes

Stokley
Stokley

Stokley

Democrat

Cameron

McManes

Cameron

Stokley

Stokley

Cameron

Cameron

McManes

Stokley

Stokley



Erastus Poulson Solicitor,
Receiver of Taxes

William E. Rowan Councilman McManes
Harry C. Selby Registrar of Water Stokley
William Siner Councilman
William L. Smith City Commissioner
William S. StokleyO Mayor Stokley
William H. TaggartI Coal Inspector
William A. ThorpeI Police Magistrate
Joseph TittermaryI Mercantile Appraiser
R. C. TittermaryI Mercantile Appraiser

I

Isaac W. Van Houten Superintendent
Frederick J. walter! Clerk
John Welshl Port Warden Democrat

Peter A. B. Widenerl City Treasurer Cameron

Sources: Laws of Pennsylvania, 1872, Act No. 934 (to
incorporate the Mysterious Pilgrims of Philadelphia, April
5, 1872), pp.979-80; Gopsill's Philadelphia City Directory
for 1872 (Philadelphia, 1872); Manual of Councils, 1872-73;
Times, June 19, 1875.

Cameron: indicates those members whose chief loyalty was to
the state Republican party leader, Simon Cameron.

I original incorporator

0 Officer

triumvirate is that they usually work together and
being the dispenser of almost unlimited patronage,
and to the extent of millions of dollars annually,
they wield immense power in local politics and when-
ever they uggertake a thing, they are bound to put
it through.

Stokley's new politics found social expression in the

Society of Mysterious Pilgrims established in 1872. 1In
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addition, to prominent Republicans such as the Mayor and his
chief supporters Hill, Leeds and Peltz, it included
Democrats like Public Buildings Commissioners Lewis Cassidy
and Thomas Barger, as well as the city's most active ward
politicians who made their living through a variety of
elective and appointive offices (see Table 3.2).37 In 1875,
a watchdog sub-committee of the Union Leagque publicly
condemned the Pilgrims as

that dictatorial band of men, nominally of both

parties, but without true allegiance to either,

which now rules and oppresses our city and is

disgracing ang destroying the Republican

organisation. 8
At the head of this "dictatorial band" who now ruled the
city were Stokley, Hill and Leeds who were likened by
journalists to Rome's first triumvirate of Caesar, Pompey

and Crassus.39

THE LIMITS OF BOSS POWER

Both contemporary observers and later historians have
depicted McManes and Stokley as '"bosses" who wielded
enormous power and influence city wide. McManes has been
described variously as "James I", "King James'", and "Boss of
Philadelphia'". With Stokley "as a powerful auxiliary" he
became '"one of the most powerful dictators who ever ruled

n40 To what extent are these characterisations

this city.
accurate? How far do McManes and Stokley qualify as genuine
"city bosses'"? That is, to what extent did they control

their followers in party office; the distribution of

84



patronage; the membership and decisions of the party
organisation's local units; the party's nominations for
public office; the behaviour of elected officials nominally
affiliated to them; city government? In short, did they
head a well-disciplined and centralised party organisation
that was capable not only of distributing patronage but also

of routinely centralising power in the city?

The observations of contemporaries and later historians
would seem to suggest they did. As we we saw earlier, Henry
C. Lea explained to James Bryce that although the Councils
elected Gas Trustees, it was the Gas Trust that controlled

41 This was because the Trust had secured

the Councils.
control of Republican party nominations due to the judicious
distribution of patronage at its disposal, which allowed it
to employ numerous party "workers" in the city's 700
divisions. Bryce reiterates that '"nearly all the municipal
offices were held by their nominees. They commanded a

nd?2

majority in the Select and Common Councils. Lea's

biographer, Edward S. Bradley, confirms that McManes

"secured command of the whole party machinery."43

Other contemporaries agreed with Lea's assessment. Quéker
reformer and manufacturer, Philip C. Garrett, for example,
noted how "Seventh Street", where the office of the Gas
Trust was situated, had become a "synonym" for '"the Ring" in

Republican party circles.44

More dramatically George
Vickers claimed that,
James McManes held sway as an imperious and

exacting taskmaster. Artful in politics as a
Machiavelli, his name was synonymous with all that
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an autocratic and unscrupulous control of political
machinery and methods could imply.......Entrenched
in a political position which he had converted

into a veritable fortress for purposes, offensive
and defensive, he had gathered about him as his
aides and lieutenants, men who were apt and skilful
in executing his orders and prompt in sharing his
SPOilS.eieeieecnscens .

To enter public service whether as a Councilman, a
member of the legislature or as an officer of a
public department, was to first give satisfactory
proof of allegiance to these men to their claims
and methods, with no reference whatever to personal
scruples or to convictions of personal duty. The
ease with which these combined spoilsmen made and
unmade public offices.... was performed with the
facility of a simple wave of the hand. Under their
rule although elections still went on with their
accustomed regqularity.......every material outcome
of such elections was in the interest of the self-
constituted dictators and against the interests of
the people. To the cause of the former, Stokley
with his twelve hun%ged police officers was a
powerful auxiliary.

The Public Ledger and North American repeated these claims

in their obituaries of McManes, as did historian Harold

Zink, writing in the 1930's, who suggested that,
Republican nomination conventions followed the
"King's" orders because he controlled the

organisation or machine which sent the delegates
to the conventions.

McManes was able to control Councils in turn, because "in
Republican Philadelphia, nominations as a rule carried with

it election to office."46

More recently, Howard Gillette
has argued that Stokley built a new political machine by
turning the '"machinery of government into a vast patronage

system" and that Philadelphia's city hall now stands as a

"monument" to it.47

It is my contention that contemporary observers and later
historians have exaggerated the power and influence

exercised by McManes and Stokley, and that neither qualifies
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as a genuine city boss. In the first place, there is the
nature of their relationship to consider. Stokley was not

' as Vickers claimed him

always McManes' "powerful auxiliary,'
to be, for he contended for power in his own right and not
as an adjunct to McManes. Their relationship oscillated
between mutual co-operation and outright hostility. Put
briefly, McManes resented Stokley's periodic interference in
the running of the Gas works. In 1868, it was Stokley who
introduced the ordinance which attempted to abolish the
Trust, and transfer the works to a Department of Gas. Again
in 1875, Stokley attempted to bring the gas works with all
its patronage under his control as Mayor. This effort also

failed.48

Nevertheless Stokley's hostility to the Gas Trust
did not prevent McManes from endorsing him for the Mayoralty
in 1874, and again in 1877. This was because Stokley had
secured a number of favours for the Union Railway Company,
of which McManes was a major stockholder, and in 1877 had
agreed to support Albert C. Roberts, McManes' candidate for
Receiver of Taxes (thereby guaranteeing McManes control of

the Collectorship of Delinquent Taxes).49

Thereafter, however, a serious rift developed between the
two, as they bitterly fought to gain the upper hand within
the Republican party. In May 1878, at the state
gubernatofial convention, the division of the city's
delegates into factions was apparent when McManes'
supporters donned '"Black Hats" and Stokley's '"White
Hats".°0 Relations worsened in 1880 after Rufus Shapley,

one of Stokley's closest allies and friends, published an

87



anonymous political satire entitled Solid for Mulhooly which

gave a very unflattering account of McManes' career. It
traced Michael Mulhooly's (McManes) rise to fame from his
ancestral roots or '"Paddy-Gree'", "among the bogs of County
Tyrone" to "Boss of the Ring", by way of the saloon "in
which his first lessons of life were learned," to his
"apprenticeship as a repeater at the polls" following his
fraudulent naturalisation, and then as

a corrupt and perjured member of the municipal

Legislature, always to be hired or bought by the

highest bidder, and always an uneducated, vulgar,

flashily-dressed, obscene creature of the Ring

which made him what he _js, and of which he is a

worthy representative.S%
Mulhooly is portrayed as a bull-necked, beefy thug chomping
on a cigar, decked out in a gaudy vest and patterned
pantaloons, complete with derby hat and cane; the familiar
image which the public have associated with the boss for
generations (see Figure 3.1). Though published anonymously,
the authorship of the satire was speedily traced to Shapley
and in the subsequent Mayoral election in February 1881,
Stokley lost his bid for a fourth term of office partially
as a result of McManes' supporters cutting the Republican

ticket in a number of key wards. 22

Secondly, neither Stokley or McManes satisfactorily
controlled the city Council. The Presidency of Councils was
a very important position because the occupant appointed
Councilmen to the Council Committees that considered and
discussed prospective legislation and appropriations and

made recommendations to the legislature. As the President
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Figure 3.1. Michael Mulhooly (James McManes): His Ancestry, Education and Portrait. [Source: Solid for
Mulhooly. A Political Satire by Rufus E. Shapley (Philadelphia, 1881). pp.l, 16, 20. Illustrations are
by Thomas Nast.]



was elected each year at the start of the Council session,
the office provides us with a gauge of the factional
superiority of the various groups contending for power. An
examination of the affiliations of the various Presidents
between the Civil War and 1884, suggests that McManes and
Stokley exercised at best only intermittent control over
Councils (see Table 3.3). Stokley was at the height of his
power between 1873 and 1876 when his close associate, A.
Wilson Henszey, was President of Common Council. In January
1876, Henszey was defeated by Independent Republican Joseph
L. Caven, from the fifteenth ward (a district renowned for
its "independence" in politics) and he held the office for

53  McManes'

five years before retiring to private life.
strength rested largely in the Select Council but his
control was so insecure that he himself was defeated as a

candidate for re-election to the Gas Trust in 1882.54

The reason why they failed to control the city council lies
in the fact that they did not control the Republican party
either. Let us take, for example, the Republican party's
nominations for public office. The Republican party rules
provided for a party organisation and a nominating system.
The organisation of the Republican party paralleled the
city's governmental structure. It included bodies
representing the electoral division (precinct), the ward,
and the city at large. Division associations organised
annuaily, and were designed to be popular assemblies of the
resident Republican véters. At the regular annual primary,

Republican citizens met at their respective Club Rooms to

90



Table 3.3. Presidents of Councils and their Political

Affiliation, 1865-1884

Ward Years of Office Affiliation
Common Council
William S. Stokley 9 1865-67 Stokley
Joseph F. Marcer 20 1867-69 IR
Louis Wagner 22 1869-71 IR
Henry Huhn 15 1871-72 IR
Louis Wagner 22 1872-73 IR
A. Wilson Henszey 10 1873-76 Stokley
Joseph L. Caven 15 1876-81 IR
William H. Lex 8 1881-84 IR
Select Council
William S. Stokley 9 1868-70 Stokley
S. W. Cattell 24 1870-72 Stokley
W. E. Littleton 12 1872-74 IR
R. W. Downing 14 1874-75 Stokley
W. W. Burnell 15 1875-76 Democrat
George A. Smith 28 1876-78 IR
George W. Bumm 18 1878-81 McManes
William B. Smith 28 1882-84 IR
Sources: Manual of Councils, 1889-90, pp.124-5; George

Vickers, The Fall of Bossism:

A History of the Committee of

One Hundred and the Reform Movement in Philadelphia and

Pennsylvania, v. 1,
"Twenty Years with Quay," North American, Feb.
April 23, 1905; Howard F. Gillette,
Contented, Philadelphia's Political Machine,

(Philadelphia,

1883);

Jr.,

Frank W. Leach,

March 12,

Corrupt and

1865-1887

(unpublished Ph.D. dissertation,

chs. 2, 5, 7, 8.

IR Independent Republican
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Yale University,
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elect three (and from 1877, two) members from each division
to the ward executive committee. In turn each of the ward
committees elected a member to the City Executive

Committee.55

With reference to the nominating system, the candidates for
all offices were nominated by either a ward or city
convention. Initially, all public offices at large were
;ominated at one city convention but the opportunities this
had created for log-rolling led to a '"growing indignation

(among) the people," and by 1868 separate conventions for
each public office had been instituted, "in order to render
less easy the purchase or dictation of nominations by the

managers of rings," as local reformers put it.56 Each
division elected one delegate to each City Convention, and
two representatives to the Ward Convention. The only
alteration in these arrangements, prior to the introduction
of the direct primary in 1906, occurred between 1877 and
1881, when the number of delegates each ward was entitled to
send to a City Convention was made dependent on the number
of Republican votes that were polled in the particular ward
in the prece_ding general election. That is, each ward was
entitled to one representative for every 500 Republican
votes, or majority thereof, although every ward was to be
representéd by at least three delegates.57 This meant that

the average size of City Conventions, prior to 1887, was 688

delegates, though only 160 between 1877 and 1881.

With such large numbers of delegates at City conventions
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held at the same time on the same day, it would have been
extremely difficult to exercise central control even under
circumstances of party harmony. As it was however, the
Republican party was rent by factionalism, particularly
during the period 1877 to 1881. As well as the triumvirate
of Stokley, Hill and Leeds, and the supporters of McManes,
such as Councilman William E. Rowan and City committeeman
Christian Kneass, it is possible to distinguish a third
faction that contended for power within the Republican
party. This was led by Hamilton Disston and included State
Treasurer, Robert Mackey, and nineteenth ward leader, David
Martin. Disston was a man of considerable independent
wealth. 1In 1878, at the age of thirty-four, he inherited
his father's saw manufacturing works which employed over
2,000 men and was reputed to be the largest of its kind in
the country. Disston, like Mackey and Martin, was as
interested in the state political arena as well as the local

one. 58

Consequently, there was no single "boss" dictating party
nominations, rather the various factions fought it out
(sometimes, literally) in the convention hall. As a
successful nomination depended on factions securing the
largest number of delegates, conventions occasionally became
rowdy and violent as disputes arose, particularly over the
admission of delegates when seats were contested by rival

factions.59

Sometimes the factions were able to compromise
on a slate, but when such negotiations failed, and if the

differences were strong enough, the struggles between them
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spilled over into the electoral arena. For example, in
November 1876, William E. Rowan, McManes' candidate for
Sheriff, was defeated by almost 7,000 votes, while other
city wide Republican candidates gaiﬁed a majority of between
14,000 and 15,000 votes. Rowan's defeat was attributed to
Disston and Stokley supporters refusing to vote for him.60
A similar explanation was offered a year later when the
Democrat, Robert E. Pattison, defeated James Sayre, another
McManes' candidate, to become City Controller. Finally, as
noted earlier, Stokley himself was defeated for the
Mayoralty in 1881, when McManes' supporters cut the

Republican ticket.®!

Furthermore, these three broad factions did not exercise a
monopoly on the candidate selection process for it was still
possible, given the number and size of city conventions, for
an individual politician to secure a nomination by making an
independent and direct appeal to party workers. Success in
such a venture usually depended on how well their campaign
was organised, the personal popularity of the individual
concerned, and their record of party service.62 Frank W.
Leach, a Republican party worker in the eighth ward in the
1870's, recalled in 1905 that:

The methods resorted to thirty years ago to secure

a nomination for an important city or county office

were .so unlike those employed nowadays that the

lack of resemblance almost suggests another

nationality and a different form of city government.

Then the ward and precinct workers who possessed

minds, souls, individualities much as they were of

their own were duly sought after and consulted.

Candidates went from ward to ward and almost from

house to house.

By 1905, division representation had become an '"abstract
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principle" according to Leach, but a quarter of a century
earlier it '"meant division representation pure and

simple."64

In these circumstances, John O'Donnell was able to secure
the nomination for Recorder of Deeds in 1881, and George de
B. Keim that of Sheriff in 1882, entirely independent of the
various party factions. Moreover William B. Smith secured
the Mayoralty nomination in January 1884, despite a position
of open defiance towards McManes.®® Thus it would seem that
contrary to the claims of reformers, and later historians,
Republican nominating conventions did not follow McManes, or
anybody else's, orders. As Leach put it rather wistfully:

In these days (1905] of enormous majorities, when

Philadelphia's wonderful '"Organisation" glides upon

the even tenor of its way, seemingly unmoved and

undisturbed by criticism or opposition, it 1is

difficult to comprehend the conditions as they

existed a quarter of a century ago.

Whereas placidity prevails today in the inner

councils of the party managers, then all was

turbulence and strife. First the factions fought

among themselves. Then the people combined to

overthrow the factions. Encounter succeeded

encounter, as the night the day; charge followed

charge along the entire line of battle. The

militant host slept upon their guns, or slept not

at all.

Surel% these were strident, stringent, strenuous

days! 6
It is not surprising then that since these factions
struggled to gain control over party nominations for city
offices, they exercised even less influence over ward public

offices. The party appeared to be somewhat centralised

since it was governed by a City Committee, but this
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appearance was illusory. That is, the party organis_ation
did not function as its centralised and hierarchical
structure suggested. ©So, even if McManes was the sole boss,
and party factionalism was absenf, he would still have had
no formal control over the membership and decisions of the
party's local units. This was because the wards were the
prime units of the organisational structure. For example,
representatives on the party's City Committee were selected
at the ward level and could only be removed from office by a

two-thirds vote of the ward committee.67

Moreover, as we
have seen, each ward elected candidates to Councils, and as
that body became increasingly involved in the decisions that
allocated the city's tangible resources, the ward caucuses
acquired even greater political importance. 1In practice,
what evolved was a botton-heavy structure in which candidate
selection and voter mobilisation depended on action at the
ward level. The City Committee did not function as a
centralised and powerful institution that was capable of
extinguishing dissent and controlling the candidate
selection process. It had no institutionalised means to
control the selection process for the increasingly important
seats on the Councils. The City Committee could not slate
or deslate nominees for public office made by Republican

ward conventions. In sum, it had no monopoly over the

recruitmeht of candidates to public office.

Consequently, neither McManes or Stokley was able to ensure
the renomination of followers nominally affiliated to them,

nor the failure of renomination of those who opposed them.

96



For example, when Stokley's ally, Wilson Henszey, was
defeated for the Presidency of Common Council by Joseph
Caven in January 1876, the terms of seventeen of the twenty-
eight Councilmen who voted for the former were about to
expire. Only six of these sixteen faithful Stokley
supporters who sought renomination were successful, and just
four were re-elected in February 1876. By contrast, ten out
of eleven of the thirty-two Councilmen who voted for the
Independent Republican were successfully renominated and
elected, including Caven himself despite '"organised
hostility on the part of a considerable number of office-
holders" in the fifteenth ward.®® Stokley and McManes also
failed to prevent Caven's re-election in 1879, and were
similarly unsuccessful in their efforts to dislodge the
Committee Chairmen, appointed by Caven, either at the ward

nominating conventions or subsequent elections.®?

Furthermore, they could not prevent Republican politicians
not endorsed by the party organisation from being elected.
For example, John Hunter, Caven's Finance Committee
Chairman,‘was successfully elected as an Independent
Republican from the 24th ward in 1877, and re-elected in
1880, even though he was denied the Republican party's

nomination on both occasions.70

Even more damaging for
McManes, his closest associates were vulnerable to electoral
defeat. For example, in February 1881 Nathan Spering was
defeated for re-election to the Select Council when

dissident Republican '"regulars', organised by Samuel

Houseman and Israel W. Durham, split the party vote in the
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seventh ward when they opted to support the Democratic

candidate George R. Snowden.71

Again, in February 1882, in
the elections to the Select Council in the eighth,
thirteenth, twenty-eighth and thirty-first wards, four
Independent Republicans (A. Haller Gross, J.P. Woolverton,
William B. Smith, and James Whitaker) defeated four McManes
stalwarts (Don Blair, James Miles, James Dobson, and Frances
Martin) even though they failed to secure the Republican

party nomination in their respective wards. ’2

The methods of distribution of patronage and the nature of
party organisation, enhanced the "independence" of wards and
weakened prospective centralised control still further. As
ﬁoted earlier, the mayor had been gradually shorn of his
powers as Executive and the responsibility for city services
had become fragmented among over thirty separate boards and
departments. As the bulk of these departments reported to
Councils and not the Mayor, the patronage associated with
the new city services fell to the Councillors (see Table
3.4). Since each ward nominated and elected its own
representative the ward leaders had direct control over the
increasing number of municipal jobs. Excluding the gas
works and the police department, as well as the "Row"
offices, there were more than 4,000 municipal jobs available
in 1879, worth a total value of over two and a half million

dollars.73

An examination of the patronage appointment
books for the Water Department reveals that the party
successful in Councils in electing its nominee as head of

department, secured the spoils. 1In this case the
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Table 3.4,

The Jurisdiction of Political Appointments

Mayor

Councils

City Officers

County (“Row”) Offices

*Chief of Police
Chief Boiler Inspector

Positions held by virtue of Mayoral
Office:

Sinking Fund Commissioner
Parks Commissioner
Director, Board of City Trusts

Managers, House of Refuge

Trustee, Penn Museum

Clerks & Messengers of Councils
Highways Commissioner

Commissioner of Markets & City Property
Chief Engineer Water Dept

Chief Surveyor

Fire Commission

Chief of Electrical Dept.
Managers, House of Correction
Board of Guardians, Phila.Alms House

Trustees of the Gas Works

Board of Port Wardens

Trustees of the City Ice Boats
Board of Health
Trustees,N.Liberties Gas Company
Sinking Fund Commissioners
Buildings Inspector

Directorsof Girard College

% Directors of Rail-Road Companies

City Controller
City Coroner

+C1ty Solicitor
*Receiver of Taxes

City Treasurer
District Attorney
Recorder of Deeds
Register of Wills
Sheriff

Sources: The Republican Manual containing information in Relation to the Government of the Republican

Party in The City of Philadelphia (Philadelphia, 1857), pp. 81-Z; Manual of Councils, 1885-86, pp. 55-99.

+ appointments subject to confirmation by Select Counci] '
% The Pennsylvania Railroad and Philadelphia and Erie Railroad Companies.



Republicans successfully elected William H. McFadden as
Chief Engineer of the Water Department (1873-1882) and
patronage appointments were distributed among Republican
Councilmen regardless of their affiliation with which

faction.74

The City Committee did not control the
distribution of patronage and nor did any single individual.
McManes' chief source of power lay in the Gas Trust, while

Stokley's, as Mayor, lay in the 1200 privates and 98

officers of the police department.75

Contrary to Gillette's claims, Stokley did not build a new
political machine by turning the "machinery of government
into a vast patronage system." 1Indeed, the Republican party
organisation at this time seems to have resembled a feudal
hierarchy since local officials, in return for their
partisan support, exercised control over a significant
proportion of the material rewards available to the party.
This control not only enhanced their influence within their
petty domains, but also increased their bargaining power
against those wishing to centralise power within the party

organisation.

Furthermore, although the abolition of the volunteer fire
department in 1871 paved the way for a more disciplined
party organisation, the Republican party apparatus still
remained weak in the 1870's. For example, over two-thirds
of the divisions (23 out of 33) in the nineteenth ward had
no year-round organisation as late as October 1877, even
though this had been made mandatory rather than permissible

in the party rules since 1871.76
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Thus, the absence of an effective party apparatus and the
lack of control over the distribution of rewards combined
with a set of party practices (ward level nominations and
elections), effectively precluded the City Committee or any
individual "boss" from exerting firm discipline over party
workers. Consequently, party leaders such as McManes and
Stokley also had difficulty in controlling the behaviour of
their nominal followers in public office. For example, when
Stdkley received the news that Caven had been elected
President of Common Council against both his and McManes'

wishes, the Sunday Times reported "his fat cheeks became

flushed with excitment and rage." At once, he announced his
intention to suspend and revoke the police appointments
previously made for the nineteen Republicans who voted for

Caven, 77

This incident underlines the weakness of Stokley's
position, namely that patronage by itself, without a strong
party organisation, was not a sufficient guarantee that

subordinates would always follow orders.78

In sum thén, it seems reasonable to conclude that neither
Stokley or McManes were genuine city bosses. That they have
been portrayed as such is due in large measure to the
contemporary assessment of their powers by observers such as
Lea, Bryce and Vickers. Lea and Bryce accurately describe
the Republican party structure and organisation, but not how
it functioned. 1In their defence it can be argued that they
are not the only ones that have overlooked this crucial

distinction. Historians and social scientists, such as
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Robert Merton for instance, have also subsequently mistaken
the hierarchical structure of party organisations for their
actual functioning. However Lea and Bryce also assumed that
all office-holders were beholden to McManes, and they failed
to distinguish the various factions and contenders for power
within the party. Consequently, one is left with the
colourful picture, drawn by Vickers, which depicts a
Republican political machine as a monolithic mob with
McManes as the supreme nabob, dictating every act and every
crime (see Figure 3.2). Historians like Zink perpetuated
the traditional myth of the dictatorial sway of the boss,
because their research was based on the reform-inspired

apocrypha of the times.’?

This is plainly no longer adequate. It is perhaps more
accurate to describe McManes and Stokley as leaders of
"Rings"; that is, an intra-governmental operation that tied
a loose coalition of politicians together in the quest for
specific material benefits. Unlike ward "bosses'", they were
able to exercise power and influence city-wide because of

the public, rather than party offices, they personally
punlic parcy

occupied. Ironically their respective power bases, although
unusual features of Philadelphia city government in the
second half of the nineteenth century, actually resembled
the close corporation of the eighteenth century colonial
town. The Public Buildings Commission and the Gas Trust
were‘secret bodies, not accountable to city Councils; the
former created by thé state legislature, the latter

unwittingly invested with autocratic power. Gillette's
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Figure 3.2. Michael Mulhooly (James McManes): The Supreme Nabob. [Sources: Solid for Mulhooly. A Political
Satire by Rufus E. Shapley (Philadelphia, 1881), pp. 70, 185. Illustrations are by Thomas Nast. See also
George Vickers. The Fall of Bossism : A History of the Committee of One Hundred and the Reform Movement in
Philadelphia and Pennsylvania (Philadelphia, 1883), pp. iii, vi-vii, 3-5, 20, 219J



claim that city hall now stands as a "monument to a new
political machine" is misleading, because it was the
Republican political machine that emerged in the late
nineteenth century, that actually canvassed for the
abolition of the Buildings Commission. Indeed when the
Commission was finally abolished in 1901, U.S. Senator Boies
Penrose, Quays's heir as state Republican party leader,
telegraphed his congratulations from Washington to his
faithful lieutenant in Harrisburg, State Senator James P.
McNichol, who along with Israel Durham controlled the new

Republican machine in Philadelphia.80

A final limitation on "boss'" power at this time (and indeed
right up until 1951 when Philadelphia finally achieved home
rule) was the fact that the city was not a self contained
arena of political activity. The city government was a
creature of the state legislature and the boundaries of the
urban polity were highly permeable. The dependence and
permeability of the urban polity meant that things happened
not only in Philadelphia but also to Philadelphia. For
example, in the absence of a general incorporation law
before 1874, the state legislature exercised its
constitutional right to enact special and local legislation.
Street railway companies, for instance, were granted access
to the streets of Philadelphia on such terms as the
legislature saw fit. In 1868, the legislative jurisdiction
of the city was by-passed completely, when the state
legislature passed the so-called "Railway Boss Act" which

prohibited the city from regulating street railroads without
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specific authorisation from the Assembly. The creation of

the Public Buildings Commission in 1870 was, as we have
seen, another example of the legislature undermining the

principle of self—government.82

Ihdeed, Henry C. Lea blamed the lack of self-government as

the main reason for the failure of Philadelphia's municipal
administration, as he explained to fellow-reformer John P.

Wetherill in October 1872:

The source of much of the evil which we suffer is
to be found in the exaggerated powers exercised by
our legislature. We boast that we are a free
people and yet there is not a municipality in the
state that is not subject to a despotism as
arbitrary and as irresponsible as that which vexes
the inhabitants of Moscow or Constantinople.......
the theory of absolute and indefeasible sovereignty
residing in the State, supreme in all things not
specially reserved to the Federal authority, places
every fragment of the people under a domination as
autocratic and irresponsible as that of an Eastern
despot.

......... Every detail of municipal government....
is regulated for us by those who cannot possibly
know anything about it and in exchange for this we
acquire the wretched privilege of similarly
interfering with the self-government of our fellow
citizens. The absurdity of such a system is so
self-evident that the mere statement of it would
seem to be sufficient to insure its removal....
our very municipality is merely the creature of
the legislature which may abolish it altogether

at any moment or intggfere in the minutest detail
of its organisation.

Patronage provided another way in which Philadelphia's
political'system was penetrated by external authorities.
The state appointed port wardens, physicians, prison and
bank inspectors, public notaries and the City Recorder, as

well as county inspectors to regulate trade, weighers of

merchandise, measurers of grain and so forth. In total the
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governor controlled over 660 appointments in Philadelphia in
1876.84 The national government had even larger patronage
resources at ité disposal. In addition to the Cﬁstoms
House, the Federal Mint, the Schuylkill and Frankford
Arsenals, and the Southwark Navy Yard, there were the jobs
controlled by the U.S. Marshall in the city, the
subtreasurer and postmaster, all of whom were federal

appointees.85

The limited capacity of city government and the potential
interventions of state and national government meant that
local politicians were forced to go outside the city itself
to achieve their aims. Working for local goals at the state
or national level required them to seek allies outside the
city. Conversely, the size and importance of Philadelphia
led those political actors in the state arena to ally with
politicians from the city. Although Philadelphia was the
smallest of the sixty-three counties in Pennsylvania in
terms of size, its popuiation of 674,022 in 1870 was well
over double that of its nearest rival, Allegﬁeny County,
which numbered only 262,204 inhabitants. As the state's
second largest city, Pittsburgh's population was only 53,000
in 1870. Philadelphia's political importance can be
adjudged from the fact that in 1870 it accounted for
approximately one-quarter of the state's electorate, and
provided six of Pennsylvania's twenty-seven Congressmen,
four of its thirty-one state senators and eighteen of its
one hundred state representatives. It also provided sixteen

members of the Republican State Central Committee formed in
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1868, while every other county in the state was restricted

86

to just one representative. Philadelphia was so powerful

politically that the New York Times claimed that "it was the

state." Similarly, the Harrisburg Patriot called the state

capitol "Philadelphia's thirtieth ward."87 While these
claims are exaggerated, they do testify to the crucial
significance of Philadelphia in state and national politics.
State and federal political actors therefore needed to
accommodate the city's politicians if they were to increase
their power in the state and federal arena. In the process
of jostling for supremacy they were to change fundamentally

the configuration of political forces in the city.
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4. The Politics of Protest and Reform

This investigation of party politics in Philadelphia has so
far concentrated solely on the political "boss" and his
organisation. I have suggested that although the style of
political competition associated with machine politics
played a central role in the city's political life, the
system of party politics was not organised or centralised.
Put another way, in spite of appearances to the contrary,
Philadelphia, in the period prior to 1887, was not governed
by a single overall "boss" at the head of a well-disciplined

and centralised party organisation.

What I want to consider now in this chapter is the nature of
political reform in Philadelphia during this period. Any
assessment of reform politics at this time must take into
account two conflicting interpretations of the political
activities of the city's men of wealth in the post-bellum
city. On the one hand, sociologist E. Digby Baltzell and
historians Sam Bass Warner Jr. and Russell Weigley, have
argued that the city's men of wealth (in particular the new
business and banking elite which displaced the old colonial
gentry at the top of the city's social structure at the time
of the Ci&il War) abandoned local affairs and politics. On
the other hand, contemporary observers such as George
Vickers, Alexander McClure, James Bryce, E. V. Smalley and
subsequently Henry Lea's biographer, Edward S. Bradley, have

claimed that reform groups organised by the city's 'best
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1"

men'" scored a series of stunning reform victories against

"bossism" in the 1870's, culminating in Stokley's defeat in

1881.]

It is my contention that neither interpretation is accurate,
for, as. I will show, the city's businessmen did participate
in local affairs, but since reform politics was limited to
groups that were few in number, short-lived, poorly
organised and unrepresentative, they did not enjoy;the
degree of success that contemporary publicists maintained.
Indeed, the reform groups organised by the city'sl
businessmen played only a peripheral role in the electoral
and governmental arena. I would suggest that they resemble
those early reform groups which Kenneth Fox has cétegorised
as "indigenous" responses to local conditions. That is,
those reform groups which, in the absence of a national
social scientific approach to the theory and practice of
urban government, drew entirely from resources and values
already in place, and addressed the municipal condition as

2 The intention of this chapter is to

purely a local one.
show that just as there was no cohesive city-wide political
machine in Philadelphia at this time, nor was there a well-

organised reform movement.
THE "BEST MEN" IN RETREAT?

Although the exodus of the wealthy from political life is a
familiar theme in the literature on nineteenth century urban

politics, I suggested earlier, in Chapter 2, that Warner's
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assertion that Philadelphia businessmen "abandoned the
city's affairs and its politics" was misleading, in the
sense that their retreat from political office was a post-
bellum rather than ante-bellum phenomenon, and that it was
as much a change forced upon them as it was a voluntary
gesture on their part.3 It is necessary, however, to
gqualify Warner's claim still further for as it stands it
bears little relation to historical reality. That
businessmen had not become "ignorant of their city and
abandoned its politics" in the post-bellum period can be
demonstrated in a number of ways. If we take the city's
post-war social elite as drawn up by Baltzell for instance,
an analysis of the thirty-nine men in the city whose income
exceeded $25,000 in 1864 reveals that ten, far from
"abandoning the city's affairs," were actively engaged in
local reform politics (see Table 4.71). It is worth noting
that these men of wealth were not just members of reform
groups but prominent activists who occupied important posts
of responsibility. Indeed they were often the prime movers
in their formation. For instance, it was Henry C. Lea, ably
supported by Wheeler, Baird, Drexel and Lippincott, who was
largely responsible for the organisation of the Citizens'
Muniéipal Reform Association (C.M.R.A.) in June 1871, and

the Reform Club in Spring 1872.%

The C.M.R.A. was set up in response to the establishment of
the Public Buildings Commission by the state legislature in
the summer of 1870. Reform publicist George Vickers

pinpointed the act creating the Commission,
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Table 4.1.

Elite Philadelphians and their Political

Activities, 1871-1886"

Name Occupation C.M.R.A. Reform Comm. Other
Club of100
Matthew (2nd)? Locomotive Central M U.L.
Baird Manufacturer Council
Charles (5th) Ironmaster Tr. M M C.S.R.A.
Wheeler U.L.
Anthony (6th) Banker Finance Vice Tr. C.S.R.A.
J. Drexel Comm. Pres. U.L.
Edward (14th) Banker M C.M.A,
W. Clark
J. Vaughan (17th) Ironmaster Central C.M.A.
Merrick Council C.S.R.A.
Joshua B. (18th) Publisher Central Vice U.L.
Lippincott Council Pres.
Clarence (21st) Banker C.M.A.
H. Clark
Henry (27th) Publisher Vice Pres. M C.M.A.
C. Lea Pres. C.S.R.A.
U.L.
John (33rd) Dry Goods M C.S.R.A.
Wanamaker Merchant
Clement (39th) Lawyer M M MC 1871
Biddle U.L.
Sources: E. Digby Baltzell, An American Business Aristocracy
(New York, 1958), p.108; Howard F. Gillette, Corrupt and

Contented, Philadelphia's Political Machine,

1865-1887

(Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation,

pp.53-4;

and Membership,

Citizens'
1871-72;

Yale University,
Municipal Reform Association,
Committee of One Hundred (undated

1970),
Committee

leaflet listing members of the Committee and their
residence); Citizens' Municipal Association, Constitution,

By-Laws,

and List of Members,

Association of Philadelphia,
Executive Committee,

1886;

Civil Service Reform
First Annual Report of the

1882,

pp.37-48;

all the above pamphlets

were published in Philadelphia and are held at the
Historical Society of Pennsylvania.



One elite Philadelphian actively engaged in politics
though not included in this table is Thomas Dolan
(11th), on the grounds that as chairman of the state
Republican party in 1882, he was an associate of
Matthew Quay and the state Republican machine, and not
a participant in reform activities. See ch.8 of this

thesis.

a The figure in parentheses indicates the position of the
elite member in Baltzell's table of the wealthiest
individuals in the city in 1864.

C.M.A. Citizens' Municipal Association

C.S.R.A., Civil Service Reform Association
M Member

MC 1871 Democratic party candidate in the 1871 mayoral

election
Tr. Treasurer
U.L. Union League

as the origin of the reform movement in

Philadelphia. By creating a body with unlimited

tenure of office, with power to fill all vacancies,

with authority to tax the community and to spend

the public money without restriction or supervision

this act was so subversive of all the principles of

self-government that when its provisions came to_be

fully understood it aroused general indignation.
Those citizens indignant enough to join the reform effort
included the city's most prominent bankers, lawyers,
manufacturers and merchants. Of the seventy-five C.M.R.A.
activists listed in Appendix 1, for example, one-third were
manufacturers, seventeen were lawyers, sixteen, merchants,
and four, -bankers. Four publishers, two stockbrokers, two
physicans, a railroad president, newspaper publisher, hotel
proprietor and a painter, made up the remainder. These

reformers varied in background as well as in occupation.

For example, some such as the ''gentlemen-lawyers'" Clement



Biddle, Theodore Cuyler and William Rawle, were descendants
of the city's "First Families" of the Revolutionary period,
while others, like Irish immigrant and locomotive
manufacturer Matthew Baird, ironmaster Charles Wheeler and
publisher Joshua Lippincott had worked themselves up out of
poverty to establish million dollar businesses. Still
others, such as the publisher Henry C. Lea, ironmaster J.
Vaughan Merrick, and bankers Anthony J. Drexel and Edward W.
Clark, had inherited their respective family businesses.®
The reformers also differed in their political allegiance,
for while the majority of them were strongly Republican, the

group did include conspicuous Democrats such as Lehman

Ashmead, James Dougherty, William Massey and Colonel James
; .

Page.

The reform group as a whole then included an impressive
cross-section of the city's best citizens, whose unity
(given the differences between them) would have seemed quite
remarkable were it not for the fact that they had been
accustomed to joint intervention in local politics in the
past; such'as for example, in sponsoring measures like the
political consolidation of Philadelphia and the chartering
of the Pennsylvania Railroad, on the basis that it would be
for the general good of the business community, and the city

as a whole.8

Howard Gillette has argued that it was this
"tradition by which government and business formed a
partnership for the public good (that) provided the common

ground for businessmen reformers."?

Unity among businessmen was also fostered by organisations
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like the Commercial Exchange and the Board of Trade.
Founded in 1854 by merchant reformer George L. Buzby,
precisely for the purpose of bringing businessmen of all
types together, the Commerical Exchange listed among its
membership in 1871 manufacturers from the reform groups such
as William Massey (brewer), Barton Jenks (textiles) and
Israel P. Morris (iron), and merchants Henry Winsor
(shipping), John Wetherill and Amos R. Little (dry goods).
Links between merchants and manufacturers were strengthened
still further through exclusive social clubs such as the
Union League of which at least thirty of the seventy-five

C.M.R.A. activists were members.10

What brought businessmen
together in the immediate post-war period was not a scheme
for internal improvements or such like, but a common threat
to the security of their wealth, in this case the career

politician who, as we saw in Chapter 2, had taken control of

the local Republican party organisation and city government.

The sense of grievance men of wealth felt at the loss of
their social and political leadership was aggravated by the
economic cbnsequences of the influx of "fourth rate
political ward jobbers into Councils who go there not for

11 Businessmen reformers

the honour but for the plunder.
were particularly AIarmed on two counts. On the one hand
they believed that the city's finances were out of control
and that escalating levels of taxation, expenditure and
indebtedness had to be arrested or else the "inevitable

result (will) be the destruction of our credit and a

crushing burden of taxation that will destroy the sources of



our prosperity."12 On the other hand, they also felt
aggrieved that in spite of "the vast sums which have been
levied upon us,'" basic city services were still poor and
inadequate.13 The C.M.R.A. maintained that,

the sums so recklessly squandered during the past
ten or twelve years should have given us the best
ordered, cleanest, best-paved, best-lighted city
in Christendom, with exhaustless supplies of pure
water, a model police force and a school system
unapproachable in its excellence and completeness.

Yet there is not a third-rate city in Europe that
is not our superior in most of these necessary
adjuncts to modern civilisation. Our streets
never were filthier nor so constantly in need of
repair, breeding pestilence and wearing out horses
and vehicles. Our gas never was SO pPoOOr Or soO
dear; our water supply so indifferent in quality
and insufficient in quantity; our school system
manifesting so alarming a tendency to extravagance
and corruption; our police force so passive in
maintaining orde¥4and so active in perpetrating
election frauds.

The reason why '"we are so deficient in nearly all the
comforts and adornments which befit a great metropolis" 1is
due to '"the culpable neglect of the authorities,"”" in
particular, "fraud and extravagance'" on the part of

a few hundred idle and worthless politicians [who]
grow rich, while the people are plundered and
receive comparatively nothing, either %n good
government or necessary improvements.1

The reformers identified the two "sources of evil from which

nlé

we suffer as being on the one hand, "the fact that the

people of our large cities really do not govern

"17 and on the other,

themselves,
the heated partisanship which has led our
citizens to sacrifice their better judgement and
independence to the dictates of party discipline,
and to support the '"regular nominees" of their
political faith irrespective of the character and
qualifications of candidates....



...... Corruption, incapacity and self-seeking have
become recommendations for office, and our
municipal government has thus necessarily passed
into the hands of the corrupt and incapable.

The remedy to the city's problems then, the reformers
believed,

lies in emancipating ourselves from the bonds of
party discipline........ ....1t lies in recognising
the difference between the business of supplying
our community with water, gas, cleaning, paving,
schooling, and justice, and the great questions of
statesmanship which divide the country at large
into political parties.

Between these there is no necessary connection and
the object of the Reform Association has been to
form an organisation through which men of the most
opposite political convictions could unite in the
work of securing an honest, efficient and
economical transaction of municipal business
without thereby proving false to their political
allegiance or endangering the success of ?heir
respective parties throughout the nation. 8

The reformers set themselves a simple general objective: "to
reform, if possible existing abuses and to prevent their
reoccurrence by causing honest men to be elected to

n19 They set about

legislative and municipal office.
achieving this objective, in the first instance, by
attempting to secure additional support from the rest of the
business community. At Henry Lea's instigation, they
organised a Reform Club designed so as to counteract the
feeling among businessmen that independent voting in local
elections would aid Democratic attempts to lower tariffs.
The Reforh Club's constitution, like the C.M.R.A.'s charter,
prevented it from participating in state or national
politics, and consequently the reformers confined their

activities to municipal affairs which they regarded "as

simply a matter of business and not of politics."20
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In order to secure the election of capable, honest men,
irrespective of party, the reformers reasoned that it would
be necessary initially '"to arouse public indignation."21
Accordingly, they sought to demonstrate to the electorate,
by way of pamphlets, tracts, addresses and public meetings,
that "we were being most frightfully robbed and
misgoverned."22 For example, they issued tracts purporting
to show the prevalence of ballot fraud under the existing
registration and election laws; the reckless extravagance of
the "Row offices" and the fee system; how funds were
misappropriated by the city treasurer, and how levels of
taxation and expenditure were outstripping the growth of

23 In a similar vein,

population and the value of property.
Henry Lea published a political satire in September 1872

entitled Songs for the Politicians. They included '"The

Respectable Man" and "The Educated Hog" which ridiculed
those respectable middle-class citizens who, driven by
conformity or self-interest, always voted for the '"regular"
ticket. The hired thug who intimidated the voter at the
polls was the subject of "The Battle Song of the Rounder",
while "The Lament of the Taxpayer'" was devoted to the

citizens who always ended up the loser.24

For all their propaganda, however, the reformers failed
miserably4in the electoral arena. The maximum number of
votes they collected when they presented their own ticket
for county officers, for example, was in 1872 when they
received just 13,000 votes out of the 90,000 cast.2® The

reformers blamed national issues, ballot fraud and the
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novelty of independent voting for their poor performance.26

Although frustrated in their electoral efforts, they were
more successful in their attempt to curb state legislative
interference in local affairs. In this respect they were
beneficiaries of (as well as being participants in) the
successful campaign for constitutional revision that was
launched in the early 1870's, following the widespread
publicity given to allegations of political corruption in

the state government.27

In presenting the reformers'
proposals in January 1873 to the state convention that was
given the task of drawing up a new constitution, Lea argued
that responsible local self-government in Philadelphia could
be realised—only if the'practice by which the state
legislature enacted special and local legislation was ended;
the voter registration and election laws changed; the system
of administering justice in petty cases reformed; the fee
system abolished and provision made for the punishment of

bribery of public officials.?8

By strippihg the (Republican dominated) Board of

Aldermen of supervisory control of the voter registration
system; forbidding special and local legislation, replacing
fees with a salaried system and making bribery punishable,
the convention accepted every one of the reformers
suggestions except for the proposal that elected Aldermen be
replaced by magistrates appointed by the Governor.2? with
the adoption of a new state constitution in 1874 reform

activity subsided as the city's "best men'", confident that



the foundations for responsible local government had been
laid, turned their attention to the effort to bring the
nation's Centennial celebration to Phi_ladelphia.30 A new
era in Philadelphia politics failed to materialise however,
and when the opportunity arose to exploit the factional
rivalry within the Republican party, the city's businessmen,
inspired by paper manufacturer E. Dunbar Lockwood and dry
goods merchant Amos Little, mobilised in November 1880 "to

give the Gas Trust its death blow."31

The Committee of One Hundred closely resembled earlier
reform groups both in its membership and'objectives.

Indeed, thirteen former members of the C.M.R.A. such as Lea,
Drexel and Wheeler were members of the original Committee
set up on November 26 (see Appendix 2). Of the 137 members
who participated between 1880 and 1883, a substantial
majority listed their occupations within the business
community as merchants(45), manufacturers(30) or

).32 Like their predecessors Committee

professional men (13
members also éursued their business interests in civic and
social organisations for fifty-six of them belonged to the
Board of Trade, and seventy to the Union‘League. The
Committee's high social status can be adjudged from the fact
that two-thirds of its members (90) were listed in Boyd's
Blue Book which described itself as a "society directory
containing a list of the nameé and addresses of the elite of
the city of Philadelphia."33 In a subsequent review of

early reform groups, the Municipal League of Philadelphia

depicted the Committee of One Hundred as being "a select



body of men'" that represented "in its personnel many of the

city's commercial and professional interests."34

Initially conceived as an Independent Republican body
"seeking to reform the management of the Republican party,"
the Committee quickly abandoned the notion of "reform within
the party," in favour of an "effort on behalf of the whole

n35 "Believing in the principle that party interests

people.
must be subordinate to those of the whole city," the
Committee sought to "restore the honest administration of
the early days of the municipality" and thereby make "the
government of the city... a model of efficiency and
economy."36 The reformers (like their predecessors)
believed this could be achieved by securing "the nomination
and election of a better class of candidate for office,"
maintaining "the purity of the ballot," prosecuting those
"guilty of election frauds, maladministration of office and

' and promoting "a public

misappropriation of public funds,'
service based upon character and capability only."37 In
pursuit of the latter sixty-three (41 percent) members of
the Committee also enrolled in the local civil service

reform association.38

The reformers met with instant success in the first election
they contested, for the joint ticket they presented with the
Democrats defeated the regular Republican one headed by
Stokley. The election of Samuel G. King as Mayor and John
Hunter as Receiver of Taxes, in February 1881, marked the
beginning of the Committee's five year involvement in local

39

politics. The reform group confined itself largely to
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endorsing candidates for public office who "at the very
least (were) law-abiding citizens, known for their sobriety,

n40 To ensure

morality, trustworthiness and general fitness.
that only the most suitable candidates for Councils and ward
offices were selected, a sub-committee on ward organisation
was instructed to set up "auxiliary committees of citizens
in every ward" made up of "all persons desirous of co-
operating with the Committee of One Hundred."4! The
reformers commitment to non-partisanship in local affairs

meant that they endorsed candidates irrespective of party,

and sometimes of neither party.

A further sub-committee, on legislation, was set up '"to
promote such measures as are necessary in the interest of

reform."42

It reported in favour of civil service reform
and structural changes in the system of city government, and
when these proposals were incorporated in the Bullitt Bill,
the reformers sent a delegation to Harrisburg to support the
measure.43 Indeed, with the adoption of the Bullitt Bill as

the new city charter, the Committee of One Hundred formally

disbanded in January, 1886.4%%

Enough has been said to establish that, contrary to Warner's
claims, the city was still important to local businessmen in
their daily lives, and that the latter had not abandoned its
affairs or its politics in the post-bellum period. Indeed,
a little reflection argues that the idea that the wealthy
could abandon local politics solely for profits does not

square with common sense. For instance, businessmen as
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local residents were the wealthiest city dwellers, and
therefore had a vested interest because of taxation in city
politics and government. Besides, city government was
charged with important housekeeping functions that
determined everything from the value of real estate to the
use of police as strikebreakers; and men of wealth, like
citizens in general, also cared deeply about the provision
of basic city services such as water, gas, street lighting,
parks, and police and fire protection, particularly at a

time of rapid urban growth.

Indeed, as we have seen, it was a mixture of resentment at
the deterioration of municipal services amid fears that the
rapid growth of the city budget was endangering the security
of wealth against taxation, that prompted men of substance
to organise the first of a series of reform groups aimed at
improving local government. In December 1869, for example,
a number of local businessmen set up the Citizens'
Association for the Improvement of Streets and Roads of
Philadelphia, to act as a clearing house for passing on
complainté about the city's streets to the appropriate

authorities.45

Again in June 1871, the C.M.R.A. was
organised in response to the creation of the Public
Buildings Commission, for as the reformers pointed out, the
latter was,
empowered to tax us without limit, and to spend our
‘money without supervision, to hold office without
restriction of time, and to fill all vacancies in
their own body, [thus] inflicting on us aﬁ% the
evils of taxation without representation.

Warner's argument only makes sense if by "the city's affairs
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and its politics" he means "public office", for in this
respect, as noted earlier, the retreat of the wealthy is
marked. Even such a committed reformer as Henry C. Lea
could not be persuaded to enter formal politics. For
example, in November 1878, when Joseph Caven suggested that
he put his proposals for the reform of the gas works into
effect by running for the office of trustee, Lea replied:

Mr. Henry assures me that I could be of substantial

service, owing to the factions within the trust and

that it would enable you to overthrow the "Gas Ring"

which has so long exercised a baneful influence over

our politics....[(but]....I long ago determined never

to accept public office of any kind and the one in

gquestion would be especially distasteful to me as a

proper performance of its' duties would involve

labour incompatible with my other engagements...47
Furthermore, the Committee of One Hundred prided itself that
"not a single member was a politician or an aspirant for
office."48 Anxious to avoid the fate of its predecessor the
C.M.R.A., which was dismissed as a ''mere party of office
seekers (who) have no right to reproach others on the same
account" when it placed its own members on an election
ticket, the Committee of One Hundred's Articles of
Association provided,

that no person holding any important office under

the national, state or city government shall be

eligible for membership; and that any member

becoming a candidate for office shall cease to take

an active part in the affairs of the Commiﬁ%ee; and

if elected shall cease to become a member.
Although unwilling to run for public office themselves, the
reformers were still committed to bringing about political
change through the election of men "whom office seeks,

rather than those who seek office."50 How successful were

they?
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THE "FORWARD MARCH OF REFORM'"?

According to contemporary observers such as Alexander
McClure, James Bryce, George Vickers, newspaper reporter E.
V. Smalley, and subsequently Lea's biographer Edward S.
Bradley, a well-organised reform movement was not only pre-
-.eminent in local party politics in the period prior to 1887,
but it also scored a series of remarkable victories against
"bossism'". Beginning with the '"practical political coup" by
which the C.M.R.A. succeeded in defeating gas trustee
William E. Rowan's election bid for the office of Sheriff in
1876, the reformers made a '"break in Bossism's Wall" by
electing, and re-electing, the Democrat Robert E. Pattison

to the post of City Controller in 1877 and 1880.°]

"This evidence of Independent strength so encouraged the

remnant of the old Reform Association,"

Bradley suggests,
that E.Dunbar Lockwood convened a Committee of One
Hundred leading citizens of Independent sympathies
to put in nomination at coming elections [February
1881] a slate of local officers who should have at
heart the best interests of the city. Thus began

a movement which continued with increasing success
until 1886 when the passage of thg Bullitt Bill
assured the end of the Gas Trust.>2

Contemporary Jjournalist, E. V. Smalley, noted in the wake
of Stokley's defeat in February 1881 that,

A great change has recently been brought about by
the sincere, courageous, and persistent efforts
of a few businessmen acting in the field of
politics but outside of party lines. These men
successfully appealed to the conscience, self-
interest and public spirit_of the best classes

of their fellow citizens. -
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Similarly, Alexander McClure in his autobiography
subsequently claimed that:

The Committee of One Hundred came into power and
found it possible to enforce something approaching
honest elections, and they thoroughly
revolutionised the city. It was the best-directed
reform movement of modern times. It was made up of
practical businessmen who understood that idealism
in politics was good in theory, but utterly
valueless in practice, and they not only defeated
the notoriously corrupt machine men of the city,
but they defeated men of the highest standing who
adhered to and sustained the organisation, thereby
giving it the benefit of their reputations......For
a full decade, the Republican leaders were under
fair notice that Michine candidates would be made
to bite the dust.>

These claims about the reformers' achievement neatly
complement the standard history of the Committee of One
Hundred written by George Vickers in 1883, in which Vickers

"gives a passionate account of how the city's businessmen

brought about The Fall of Bossism in Philadelphia. The

impression that bossism was dead and that the city's
businessmen were responsible for it, was also conveyed in
James Bryce's analysis of '"The Philadelphia Gas Ring" which
relied heavily on Vickers "little book" for information on

local politics and reiterated Vickers' claims.>>

It is my contention that just as contemporary observers
overstated the power and influence exercised by '"bosses"
such as McManes and Stokley, they have also exaggerated the
role that early reform groups played in local party
politics. 1Indeed, a closer examination of their claims
suggests that the reformers were not responsible for the

successes that have been attributed to them.
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In the first instance, it is difficult to see how Rowan's
defeat in 1876 and Pattison's victories in 1877 and 1880 can
be attributed to the efforts of the C.M.R.A., since there
was no organised reform activity in the city at this time.
Although Vickers and Bradley both argued that the C.M.R.A.'s
work did not come to an end until 1878, there is reason to
believe that the group suffered a lingering death and had
ceased to be an influential force in local politics since
the adoption of the new state constitution in 1874. It is
also worth noting that by Vickers own admission "the
C.M.R.A. although not disbanded ceased to act politically as
an organisation after February 1877," that is, nine months

before Pattison's victory later that year.56

It seems that the only work carried out under the auspices
of the C.M.R.A., after the constitutional reforms it had
advocated had been adopted, were Lea's three exhaustive
reports on the operation of the gas works under the Gas
Trust, published in 1874.°7 Lea appears to have been an
isolated crusader for as Howard Gillette has pointed out,
his continued activity in the name of reform,
publicised as it was after 1875, simply did not
represegg the existence of any organised reform
effort.
This is also suggested by Bradley who attributes the demise
of the C.M.R.A. to Lea's enforced absence from the city on
the grounds of ill-health.®? 1In retrospect Lea himself
suggested to Frank W. Leach, in March 1905, that the main
reason why the reform group went into decline was because
the task was endless...... the essential weakness

of all such [reform] efforts is that the powers of
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evil are untiring and always at work, for they make

their living by it, while the volunteers for good

have something else to do, in time their energies

are spent, they disband and the enemy reoccupies

the field...... .Then came the end not abruptly,

sensationally as the result of some great

catastrophe, which disrupted the organisation and

ground it into powder. But the simple silent

processes of nature were at work........One by one

those who laboured dropped out and there were none

to take their places, and the association quietly

went out of existence having opened the path for

those who might come to take up the burthen when a

recrudescence of misrule might call for new effort. 00
As well as having to attend to their respective businesses,
the challenge of organising the forthcoming Centennial
Exposition provided the reform volunteers with "something
else to do." C.M.R.A. member John Welsh, for example, quit
his position as the first President of the Reform Club to
become chairman of the Centennial Board of Finance. Joseph
Patterson, John Wetherill, Nathan Parker Shortridge, Henry
Winsor and Amos Little, of the reform group, also joined the
Board.61 Other reformers such as Henry Lea, Clement Biddle,
Barton Jenks, Henry Lewis, and William Massey, recognising
the financial boom that America's first world fair would
bring to the city, led fund-raising efforts and "mobilised
the financial community with the same spirit as they devoted

to the Union League in the Civil War."©2

Another important factor in accounting for the demise of
organised reform activity in the mid-seventies, was the
serious division that reformers suffered within their ranks
over the question of partisanship. This was particularly
notable in t