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¥ a2 ABSTRACT

THE RISE OF ARISTOCRACY IN THE STATE OF NEW YORK
1830-1860

by Douglas T, Miller

The thesis of this work is that aristocracy
distinctly increased in the state of New York during
the three decades preceding the Civil War, This study
does not deny that representative political institutions
based on nearly universal white manhood ‘suffrage were
the rule in this era., What 1s questioned 1s the assumpe
tion that throughout this perliod democracy meesnt soclal

end economic equality as well as political rights,

The United States, of course, had no hereditary
nobility in the Buropean sense, Aristocracy in this
country could best be defined s consisting of those
persons regarded as superior to the rest of the community
in such things es wealth, rank, manners, drese, speech,
family, and intellect, Of these, wealth was the outstande
ing criterion for high soclal standing, and as long as
inequalities of wealth were comparatively slight, as
was the cese in the early 1830's, it was easy for Amere

icans to associate politicel democracy with a general

equality of condition.
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However, the concept of equality itself hed a
meaning peculiar to America, As a belief it d4id not
imply that the rioch should be reduced to the level of
the poor. Equality meant that each peraon should have
an equal chance to outatriﬁ his neighbor and to beoome
rich,  Since not everyone was as materially successful
a8 everyone else, this emphasis on achievement helped
oreate growing inequalities which were then often pere
petuated, '

The forces underlying the changing class struce
ture of New York society were largely economic. Improved
transportetion end industrialization. gave rise to the
factory system in which workers were clearly separated
from enployers, Even in the traditional c¢raft tredes a
vedge wes driven between the journeyman and mester as
the lattor was forced to increase his production and
reduce his costs in order to compete on a national
market, The labor movement of the Jacksonian period
temporariiy buoyed the skilled artisan, but was unable
to stay labor®s decline, and collapsed completely fole
lowing the penic of 1837.

In the forties and fifties wo?king conditionsa
further deteriorated, 1In the mechanized factory, which
more and more replaoed'the craft shop, workers were eme

Ployed for a wage, selling their labor and not a produoct,
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Working conditlons were also worsened by the massive
influx of immigrants during these yesrs. Not only did
they flood the labor market, reducing wages and social
movbllity, they also augmented class consciousness,
Natlve Americans, rich and poor alike, tended to look
down on these newcomers, considering them social infer-
lora, The lmmigrants for their part were forced out of
necessity to accept menial positions., This is best 1l
lustrated by their role as domestic servants, Livery,
which servants scorned as undomocratioﬁin Jacksonlan New
York, became commonplace in the forties and fiftles as
housands of Lmmlgrants filled the growing demsnd for
servile domestics, By the eve of the Civil War there
exlsted a sizable pauperized proletariat in New York
State,

At the other extreme these same years witnessed
the rise of a plutoeratic aristocracy which was city-
centered and more wealthy and powerful than any earlier
Auericen gentry, The Industrial Revolution in conjJunc-
tlon vwith gains in commeroial wealth and urban land
valuea created meny substantial fortunes, Those &c-
quiring wealth also gained soclal notoriety and a good
deal of control over New York's manufacturing, transpore
tation, and commerciaml facilitles, Lavish and conspicus

ous living became characteristic of this new elite, and
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by the 1850's the outlines of the social divisions
associated with the post-war Gilded Age were easily
discernible in the state of New York,
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PREFACE

The uniqueness of American history, particularly
in the first half of the nineteenth century, rests primarily
on the early triumph of democracy in this country. Native
Americans from Franklin to Whitman never tirec of proclaiming
the virtues of our democratic institutions, and historians
have concentrated on the growth of democracy as the central
theme in the nationts history. Yet this concentration on
the development of democracy in the period before the Civil
War is misleading since it overlooks powerful forces that
ran counter to this development and worked toward the strati-
fication of society. In New York State, at any rate, during
the period from 1830 to 1860 aristocracy clearly increased,
causing democracy to weaken.

To write of the rise of aristocracy in Jacksonian
New York is to contradict traditional beliefs and interpre-
tations. Politically this was the age of democracy as his-
torians have repeatedly emphasized. Writers often disagree
as to the sources of Jacksonian democracy or as to whether
democratic reforms were part of the Jacksonian movement or
preceded the rise of Jackson, but none question the fact
that political democracy made substantial advances in the

first half of the nineteenth century. For New York State

ii







this democratic triumph was carefully documented nearly
fifty years ago in a work that has since become a minor

classic The Decline of Aristocracy In the Politics of New

York (1919), by Dixon Ryan Fox. More recently aspects of
Fox's study has been éubject to critical re-evaluation,
most notably in Lee Bensont's book, The Concept of Jacksonian

Democracy: New York as a Test Case (1961). But even Benson,

who has denied the validity of the traditional concept of
Jacksonian democracy, maintains that New York State politics
passed through an egalitarian revolution between 1815 and
the Civil War.l

Implicit in most political studies of thé Jacksonian
era is the notion that democracy was victorious not only
in the political realm but socially and economically as
well. Benson, for example, writes that "after 1815, not
only in politics but in all spheres of American life, egali-
tarianism challenged elitism and, in most spheres and places,
egalitarianism won."?

This theme has been expressed even more explicitly
by writers who have directed their attention to the study
of American society during the age of Jackson. Carl Russell

Fish in 1927 contributed a volume to the History of American

Life series covering the years from 1830 to 1850; the cen-

tral theme of this book was conveyed in the title, The Rise

of the Common Man. Fish's study, too, has been criticized

by later historians,3 but his general thesis remains intact.
iii






As a recent writer states, "the age of the common man in
American history is the period of the early nineteenth
century, somewhere between Jefferson and the Civil War,
roughly coincident with Andrew Jackson's coming to power
and the formation of the Democratic party."h

This present study on The Rise of Aristocracy in the
State_of New York, 1830-1860 does not deny that representa-

tive political institutions based on nearly uni§3r531 white

manhood suffrage were the rule from the Jacksonian era to

the Civil War. Politics is given very minor consideration
here. What is questioned, however, is the assumption that
throughout this period democracy meant social and economic
equality as well as political rights. Even in the early
1830's, when that astute French observer Alexis de Tocqueville
noted the prevalence of a general "equality of condition" in
America, an economic and social aristocracy was discernible

in the state of New York. In 1833 William Gouge, a Jack-
sonian economist, observed that changing economic conditions ‘
were having disturbing social effects. "Through all the

operations of business,"™ he wrote, "the effects of an un-

equal distribution of wealth may be distinctly traced. The

rich have the means of rewarding most liberally the pro-

fessional characters whom they employ and the tradesmen with

whom they deal. An aristccracy in one -department of society

introduces an aristocracy into all." This same year, 1833,

Ely Moore, a New York printer and labor leader, wrote that

iv







"even in this fair land of freedom, where liberty and equal-
ity are guaranteed to all, and where our written constitu-
tions have so wisely provided limitations to power, « . «

the twin fiends, intolerance and aristocracy, presume to

rear their hateful crestsi"?
The United States,of course, had no hereditary

nobility in the European sense. Aristocracy in this country

could best be defined as consisting of those persons regarded

as superior to the rest of the community in such things as
wealth, rank, manners, dress, speech, family, and intellect.
Of these, wealth was the outstanding criterion for high
social standing, and as long as inequalities of wealth were
comparatively slight as was the case in the early 1830's it
was easy for Americans to associate political democracy
with a general equality of condition.

However, the concept of equality itself had a mean-
ing peculiar to America. As a belief it did not imply
that the rich should be reduced to the level of the poor.
Equality meant that each person should have an equal chance
to outstrip his neighbor and to become rich. As long as

America remained a land of small farmers, craftsmen, and

merchants there did not appear to be any contradiction between

the notion of equality of opportunity and a general equality |

of condition.
But the three decades preceding the Civil War wit-
nessed a major economic transformation. In these years the
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revolutions in industry and transportation radically altered
the relatively homogeneous middle-class society of the early
nineteenth century. Great wealth was created, giving rise
to a new plutocratic aristocracy clearly set offvfrom the
masses. At the other extreme, heavy immigration and in-
dustrialization greatly increased the size of the laboring
class while reducing the workers'! social mobility and gen-

eral position. The purpose of this book is to present a

history of these important changes in New York society from
the age of Jackson to the Civil War.

For encouragement and guidance in the writing of
this dissertation, I wish to express my foremost thanks to
the director of my doctoral program, Gilman M. Ostrander.
Professor Ostrander's friendly actuation and critical advice
were invaluable at every step of the way. I also wish to
thank Russel B. Nye and Stuart W. Bruchey for stimulating
my original interest in Jacksonian history, and James Hender-
son and Mara Wolfgang for reading all or part of the original
manuscripte In my research I was assisted by the courteous
staffs of the New York Public Library, Columbia University
Library, the New York Historical Society, and the libraries
of Michigan State University and the University of Maine.
Finally, I wish to express deep gratitude to my wife, Sheila
Miller, whose aid, criticism, interest, and friendly obstruc-

tions have made this work a pleasure.
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FOOTNOTES

1Benson, The Concept of Jacksonian Democracy (New
York, 1964 ed.), pp. 5, 329-38.

1bid., p. 336.

3see: Marcus Cunliffe, The Nation Takes Shape,
1789-1837 (Chicago, 1959), pp. 150-57.

4John William Ward, "The Age of the Common Man,"
in John Higham, ed., The Reconstruction of American History
(New York, 1962), p. 82.

5Quoted in Joseph L. Blau, ed., Social Theories of

Jacksonian Democracy (New York, 1954), pp. 185, 290.
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CHAPTER 1
EQUALITY

The equality of the United States is no more
absolute than that of any other country. There
may be less inequality in this nation than in most
others, but inequality exists, and, in some re-
spects, with stronger features than it is usual to
meet with in the rest of christendom.

--James Fenimore Cooper
The American Democrat (1838)

Early in 1832 Calvin Colton, a New York journalist,
wrote that "in America a man may create statipns and make
places, and can always find such already open, as might
satisfy any reasonable ambition." The City and(State of New
York, he went on to say, "for a long time yet to come, will
present wide and inexhaustible fields of enterprize.“l Colton
was writing during the age of Jackson, a period in which
enterprise seemea the most general American characteristic as
persons optimistically attempted to satisfy their "reason-
able ambitions."™ The opportunity to realize one's aspirations,
largely economic, together with political democracy and the
lack of great extremes between the rich and the poor made
equality seem a dynamic reality in the state of New York dur-

ing the early 1830'3.2
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This equality of condition during the Jacksonian era

was common to the country as a whole and not merely to New
York State. Foreign observers were struck by this social
democracy. The French observer, Alexis de Tocqueville, found
the similarity of fortunes the most important single factor
in shaping American society, manners, and institutions. He
wrote in the introductory chapter of his classic Democracy
in America that:

Amongst the novel objects that attracted my atten-

tion during my stay in the United States, nothing

struck me more forcibly than the general equality

of conditions. I readily discovered the prodigious

influence which this primary fact exercises on the

whole course of societye. « « « The more I advanced

in the study of American society, the more I per-

ceived that the equality of conditions is the funda-

mental fact from which all others seem to be derived,

and the central point at which all my observations

constantly terminated.
Similarly Tocquevillet's fellow countryman, Michael Chevalier,
compared American society to Europe stood on its head. "In
the United States,™ he wrote, "the democratic spirit is
infused into all the national habits and all the customs of
society; it besets and startles at every step the foreigner
who, before landing in this country, had no suspicion to
what a degree his every nerve and fiber had been steeped in
aristocracy by a European education.“h

American equality was not only noticeable; it was

aggressive and boisterous. Historians have often described

as an example of triumphant egalitarianism, the rough crowds

who elbowed their way into the White House at Jackson's first
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inauguration. Other instances of this forceful, if often
feigned, spirit are legion. Visiting a Western town the
Duke of Saxe Weimar was nearly pommeled for his presumptuous
attempt to hire an entire stagecoach for himself and his
valet. On another occasion this same duke went in a hackney-
coach to a party in New York City. The next day the driver
came for his money, asking the duke whether he was the man
he had driven the night before, and, on being answered in
the affirmative, informed him that ®he was the gentleman
what drove him,"™ and that he had come for his half-dollar.s
Except in the Eastern cities distinctions in accommodations
were rare, and in the smaller towns it was common for an
innkeeper to lodge as many as ten or twelve persons in a
room, often sleeping two or three in the same bed. More
fastidious travellers who requested private quarters were
considered unreasonable and were seldom obliged.® Like the
astonished Ishmael of Moby Dick, a lodger in this period
was apt to awaken in the presence of any kind of strange
baedfellow. In myriad other ways Americans showed their
scorn of aristocratic pretensions. Stage drivers ate at
the same table with passengers, and they further asserted
their independence, to the disgust of many foreign travel-
lers, by swearing boisterously and refusing to help with
baggage.7 "Boys, and even men," the novelist Cooper com-

plained, ™wear their hats in the houses of all classes.
8
11}






I

The way in which Americans, in Tocqueville's words,
"pounce upon equality as their booty" is perhaps best illus-
trated by the relationship between servants and their mas-
ters. Except in the South where, of course, slaves were
used, there was no permanent class of domestic servants.

Yet there was a great need and demand for such a class, since
housework for a family was hard and took long hours. Even
persons with ample incomes found it difficult to obtain good
servants. To help remedy this situation a group of New York
City residents in 1825 formed a "Society For the Encourage-
ment of Faithful Domestic Servants."™ This organization
hoped to obtain good servants by offering "liberal premiums
to those domestics who conduct well and remain longest in

a family;" and thereby "to remedy that restlessness, and love
of change in them, which produces so much inconvenience to
all house-keepers." The premiums were graded so that the
longer one remained in the service of a family the higher
his bonus payment would be.? However, judging from the
numerous subsequent complaints, the society seems to have
had little success in inducing more persons to enter domes-
tic service.

Native Americans especially were adverse to follow-
ing this profession, considering it degrading. Two things
which they particularly resented were the term "servant"
itself, and the wearing of livery. This first objection

was bypassed by substituting the term ™"help" for "servant."
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Help implied a position of equality, domestic helpers usually ™
hiring themselves out for a limited period only. They did
not consider themselves as servants and refused to be treated
as such. In the smaller towns it was quite common for the

help to eat at the same table with their employers, to attend

the same church, and in other ways to act as social equals.
As for livery, most domestics simply refused to wear any.
"There are but few native Americans," one foreigner commented,
"who would submit to the degradation of wearing a livery,
or any other badge of servitude." Another foreign visitor
wrote of the American servant that "the man will not wear a
livery, any more than he will wear a halter round his neck."10
Not only did domestic servants refuse to wear livery, but
even policemen, firemen, coachmen, and conductors resisted
all efforts to introduce uniforms.ll
Both the shortage of servants and their equalitarian

pretentions were commented upon in travellers' accounts. A
Britisher wrote this:

The native men . . . seem averse to servitude, and

are rarely to be found in this capacity. The women

are somewhat more ready to help out; but servants

entertain such notions of equality and independence

as fit them poorly for this station of life, and

tend greatly to abridge the comforts of their em-

ployers. « « .
Another Englishman lamented that servants never seemed to
be available when wanted. "It seems the servants themselves,

or the helps, or hirelings, or whatever name they think it

least degrading to go by, do not like being summoned by a
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ringing of bells. Accordingly, there was often no method
left, but to do the things required ourselves." This writer
went on to deplore the "total want of good servants in
America. « « « Good nurses, men servants, cooks, or any
description of female attendants are rarely to be found;
and if found, no money will bribe them to stay long in a
house, or to behave respectfully there."12 Americans were
so opposed to the concept of servitude that the author of
an etiquette book had to assure his readers that with all due
deference to republican feelings it was not incorrect to |
close a letter: "I have the honour to be your very obedient
servant."13

Additional aspects of American life reflected a
similar dislike of social distinctions. Aristocratic gentle-
men of the Revolutionary period had been meticulous about
their dress: the powder and queues, the cock-hats and broad
brims, the white-top boots or buckled shoes, the silk stock-
ings, and the close-fitting doeskin knee breeches. But by
the 1830's only a few tottering and conservative old gentle-
men--relics from an earlier era--clung to the former styles.
Men of all classes dressed in pantaloons, coat and waistcoat,
and round hats with narrow brims; short trimmed hair replaced
the formal powdered whigs. This is not to say that the dress
of a well-to-do gentleman could not be distinguished from the
daily attire of a machanic or laborer, but the marked class

distinctions of dress had become less pronounced, and it was
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not uncommon for lower and middle-class men to appear dressed
in the best of fashion, even if their coats and pantaloons
were of a poorer quality and their collars and shirts false.
One visitor was surprised to see common workers wearing
"sleek coats, glossy hats, gay watch-guards, and doe-skin ‘
glovesl"lb

In woman's dress a similar democratization occurred.
Powdered hair and long colonial silks were seldom seen in
the Jacksonian period. American women, especially in New
York, followed the latest fashions from London and Paris.
Ladies of New York society often spent great sums in pro-
curing their clothing, but no longer were these wives and
daughters of the wealthy the only ones elegantly dressed in
the latest styles. Fashionable dress was worn by a larger
portion of the population than previously, and it was not
uncommon to see serving girls or seamstresses promenading
Broadway as smartly attired as the daughters of rich mer-
chants.15
Distinctions in housing also decreased. Most resi-
dences were constructed of wood in this period, and because
of the ready availability of lumber, they were fairly in-
expensive to construct. A substantial six room house could
be built for as little as eight hundred dollars; twenty-five
hundred dollars would purchase a town mansion or a country
villa. This meant that a person earning an average income

could afford an adequate home, while the acquisition of a
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superior dwelling was within the reach of those who earned
slightly more than the average American.16

The revolutionary improvements in transportation
made travel possiﬂle for a large portion of the population
and helped level class distinctions in travelling. Prior
to the introduction of steamboats and steam engines, and the
building of canals, turnpikes and railroads, travel had been
‘a slow, laborious, and expensive undertaking. Because of
this, only the wealthy could afford frequent trips. Many
well-to-do gentlemen owned private carriages--a luxury in-
dulged in chiefly by the opulent. However, with the in-
creased use of steam power and the advancement of roads,
rails and canals, Americans as a whole became more mobile.
The cost of journeying was greatly reduced and in most ships,
stages, packets and trains, there were no first class
accommodations. A gentleman writing in the mid-1830's de-
plored the fact that in railroad cars and steamboats "the
rich and the poor, the educated and the ignorant, the polite
and the vulgar, all herd on the cabin floor of the steamer,
feed at the same table, sit in each others laps, as it were,
in the cars. « « o Steam, so useful in many respects, inter-
feres with the comfort of travelling, [and] destroys every
salutary distinction in society. . 17

In Europe established religion was one of the main-
stays of aristocracy. But here, where there was no estab-

lished church, all religions had to fend for themselves.
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in the Uniteq States. In the older seaboard states certain
churches were the strongholds of conservatism, Inp New York
the Anglican Church, which had enjoyed official status in
colonial days, remained largely a class church, itgs members
including many rich merchants and large landholders., The
Dutch Reformed Church in areas such as Albany, where descend-
ants of the original Dutch settlers were numerous, also

tended to be 5 church of the elite, Byt both these churches

early decades of the nineteenth century, especially in the
central and western areas. The Methodists made the most
Spectacular gainsg, They utiligzeq itinerant lay Preachers
and made converts without regard to social Status. Similar
success in increasing membership was achieved by the Baptist

and Presbyterian evangelists, $o successful were various

affected with fundamentaligt Protestant doctrine, These
churches, instead of upholding privileged orders and becoming
a bulwark of aristocracy, tended to be equalitarian ang
humanitarian, c¢oncerned with such social problems as in-

temperance and slavery.18

T TEEEEEEE—S.
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The American spirit of equality was infectious.
Lower class persons, who in Europe did not dare to demand
equal rights, came to this country with the belief that
here all men were free and on even terms, and that, pro-
vided they pay the same money, they were as important as
any other member of society. When addressed by a commoner
upon debarking from a ship in New York harbor, a gentleman
complained to his friend that "this fellow here would not
have dared to speak to us while on board of the packet; and
now he is scarcely in sight of the American.soil before he
thinks himself just as good as anybody else.n19

Even foreigners of relatively high social standing
in their own countries who settled permanently in the United
States were generally affected by American egalitarianism.
A well-to-do British gentleman residing in western New York
wrote to a friend in Engiand that "we have not more than
one in a thousand [here] that retain the degrading prin-
ciples of the old country; viz., that pride and conceit of
being too good to sit at the same table, to eat and drink
with their own servants, or those who labour for them,"20
Francis Grund, a German nobleman who emigrated to this
country, became a staunch supporter of the average Americant's
notions of equality. In his book Aristocracy in America he
ridiculed those Americans who abandoned republican principles
and attempted to establish an aristrocracy. "I can assure

you," wrote Grund, "that in my own heart I have a much higher
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respect for the common American, who, in his conduct toward
strangers, is solely guided by his own rude notion of dig-

nity, than the educated gentleman, who measures everything,

and himself into the bargain, by the standard of another
country"” (p. 30).

II

In politics, as with social practices, a similarly
democratic spirit prevailed. The victory of Andrew Jackson
in the presidential election of 1828 has generally been _
viewed as the triumph of political democracy and the emer-
gence of the common man as the most significant political
force. America had long been a democracy in terms of vot-
ing rights, but it was not completely so in terms of who
was electeds Most American leaders during the.Revolutionary
period and the first decades of the New Republic were men
of the better sort--distinguishable from the ordinary Ameri-
can by wealth, education, family tradition, dress and manners.
But by the 1820's aristocratic rule was rapidly eroding be-
fore the flood of democratic feelings. State governments
were the first to capitulate to the popular will by intro-
ducing universal white marhood suffrage.

In New York State democratic reform was long overdue
when a Constitutional Convention was convened in 1821, to
revise the highly conservative constitution of 1777. The

1777 document had established a dual electorate. Twenty-pound
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freeholders and 40-shilling renters could vote for state
assemblymen, but only 100-pound freeholders might vote for
senators and the governor. It has been estimated that
approximately 78 percent of adult males could vote for
assemblymen, but only 38.7 percent for the senators and the
governor. In New York City the percentage of eligible
voters had been even lower. There about 62 percent of the
adult males qualified as twenty-pound freeholders or 40-
shilling renters and thus could vote for the assemblymen; a
mere 24 percent owned freehold estates worth 100 pounds or
more and were eligible to vote for the senators and the
governor.?l

Besides restricting the suffrage, this antiquated
constitution further removed the government from the people
by provisions setting up a five man Council of Appointment
which controlled appointments to most of the state's public
offices, and a seven member Council of Revision having the
right to veto popular legislation. Both of these councils
had become the tools of the party in power and very often
went against the will of the people. Popular sentiment had
long favored reforms to change the undemocratic aspects of
the outmoded constitution, and by 1820 this popular feeling
was too strong for politicians to ignore. The party split
between the followers of Governor De Witt Clinton and the
Tammany or Bucktail faction nominally led by Martin Van Buren

played into the hands of the popular will, since both groups
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were beginning to find it politically expedient to appear as
the champions of the people. Thus when the Constitutional
Convention convened at Albany in late August, 1821, most of
the 126 delegates present favored some degree of amendment.
The elimination of the Council of Appointment and

the Council of Revision was carried by unanimous vote. How-
ever, when it came to the question of removing property
qualifications for voting there developed what ‘a recent
historian has termed "one of the great suffrage debates in
American history."22 A small but distinguished group of old
style Federalists, led by the eloquent Chancellor of the
state, James Kent, steadfastly opposed further suffrage ex-
tension., They held that voting was a privilege and not a
right, and that the chief functions of government were the
protectibn of property and of individual freedom, not the
forcing of the majority will on a reluctant minority. "The
tendency of universal suffrage,"” stated Kent,

is to jeopardize the rights of property and the prin-

ciples of liberty. « « o There is a constant tendency

in the poor to covet and to share the plunder of the

rich; in the debtor to relax or avoid the obligations

of contract; in the majority to tyrannize over the

minority, and to trample down their rights. « « »
Kent went on to express the widely held Federalist fear that
in granting universal male suffrage the cities with their
large lower class population would soon be able to rule the

entire state. "New York is destined to be the future London

of America, and in less than a century that city, with the







14

operation of universal suffrage, and under skillfui manage-
ment will govern this state. « « ."23

In spite of these and other conservative arguments
the forces of democracy carried the day. General Erastus
Root, one of the leading spokesmen for reform, replied to
Kent's aristocratic defense of property. "We have no dif-
ferent estates having different interests, necessary to be
guarded from encroachments by the watchful eye of jealousy--
We are all of the same estate--all commoners; nor, until we
have privileged orders, and aristocratic estates to defend,
can this argument apply."ZI+ This sentiment carried the
convention. The vote was given to every white male citizen
over twenty-one years of age who had resided one year within
the state and six months within his district, and who paid
taxes, or worked on the public roads, or served in the
militia. Negroes were excluded from voting, unless they
owned a freehold worth 100 pounds, which few dide The fol-
lowing year, 1822, the people showad their approval of the
new democratic document by ratifying it with a majority of
over 33,000 votes.25

Nor was this the end of liberalizing reforms in New
Yorke. Four years following the acceptance of the constitu-
tion the last restrictions on universal white manhood suf-
frage were removed; that same year, 1826, the office of jus-
tice of the peace was made elective. In 1828 New York voters

for the first time voted directly for the presidential
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electors, and in doing this they expressed their democratic
spirit by voting overwhelmingly for Jackson. The final
important pre-Civil War democratic reforms were embodied
in a new constitution which was approved in 1846. This
document extended the earlier reforms. Most state offices
were made elective; property qualifications for govermor
and state senator were abolished; a commission was estab-
lished to simplify legal forms and judicial proceedings.

In city politics there was a similar trend toward
democracy. New York voters won the right to elect their
own mayor in 1833; six years later this privilege was ex-
tended to other cities within the state. The urban masses,
just as James Kent and other old line Federalists had feared,
aggressively expressed their new political position. In
1837 an incident occurred in New York as symbolic of the
triumph of the common man in city politics as the rowdy
crowds at Jackson's inauguration are in national affairs.
It was New Year's Day, and the democratically elected Mayor
Cornelius Lawrence (himself a Democrat) was receiving callers
in the fashionable New York tradition. What followed is
here described by the disapproving aristocrat Philip Hone.

Formerly gentlemen visited the major, saluted him

by an honast shake of the hand, paid him the compli-
ment of the day and took their leave. . « o But that
respectable functionary is now considered the mayor
of a party, and the rabble considering him "hail
fellow well met," use his house as a Five Points
tavern. « « « The scene yesterday defies description.

At ten o'clock the doors were beset by a crowd of
importunate sovereigns, some of whom had already




16 )

laid the foundations of regal glory, and expected

i e Rl e e

t;ienogg storm, the bottles emptied’in a moment.

Confusion, noise, and quarreling ensued, until the

AR g bl S

By the 1830's New York had become a constitutional

democracy--people had triumphed over property. But probably
more important than the legal changes which democratized
politics was the less tangible transformation of mode or
temper which affected political life. Politics in this
period became increasingly a question of creating a popular
image and of flattering the common man. The self-made pro-
fessional politician replaced the high-minded man of wealth
as the typical political figure. In New York this new
brand of politician was most influentially represented by
the Democrat Martin Van Buren and the Anti-Mason and later
Whig Thurlow Weed. These men depended for their success on
highly disciplined party organizations which could gain wide
popular support. Candidates were put up because of their
broad appeal; parades, picnics, and fanfare became essential
to political life; popular issues were seized upon and
adopted as part of party platforms. All this created a new
political atmosphere in which a frontier military figure
like Jackson could become a national hero, while a person

with the stiff reticence of an Adams became a political

anachronism.
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Ironically just when political parties came to play
such a significant role in American life their ideological
differences became less important. From 1830 to the present
no major American party has openly questioned the basic
tenets of democracy. Even a conservative Whig journal ad-
mitted in 1836 that univeral white male suffrage was beyond
argument in America.?7 At a time when the English Chartists
were considered extremely radical for advocating universal
manhood suffrage, the ballot, short Parliaments, and paid
membership, these things were considered past the point of
questioning in America. Party divisions in the three decades
prior to the Civil War occurred over particular issues such
as protection vse. free trade, states! rights vs. a strong
Federal Government, internal improvements, slavery, and
immigration--but these issues were fought out within a broadly
democratic framework. No aspiring politician after 1830 dared
to oppose equal political rights, and henceforth all parties
claimed to represent "tha people.“28

Aristocracy was greatly weakened in the realm of
politics by the triumph of democracy and the reliance on
popular support by both major parties. No party was the
organ of the "better™ classes as the Tories were in England
or as the Federalist had been to some measure in the first
decades of the New Republice. Publicly aristocracy was
simply not recognized. To be labelled an "aristocrat" or

even a "gentleman" became a political handicap, and upper-
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class persons were coming to realize that if they were to
achieve public office and political power they must at least
give 1lip service to the sacred shibboleths of democracy and
cater to the will of the people.

This was best illustrated in the presidential elec-
tion of 1840, when the Whig party, carefully guided by the
New York political boss Thurlow Weed, ran the first truly
modern campaign. Every attempt was made to depict the aging
General William Henry Harrison, the hero of Tippecanoe who
was descended from one of the first families of Virginia and
who lived in a fine house along the Ohio, as_a man of the

people. Taking the Log Cabin and Hard Cider symbols from an

anti-Whig article slurring Harrison, the Whigs used these

to great effect.s Cabins were erected, hard cider was served,
picnics, conventions, song fests, and other circus-like means
were used to sell Harrison to the people. The main theme of

the Whigs in attacking the Democratic incumbent Van Buren

was that he was an aristocrat, living luxuriously in the

White House at the people's expense. One campaign pamphlet,

ehti£led thenaéegai Splendor of the President's Palace,"
pictured the President as eating French cuisine off gold
plates while resting on a "Turkish divan." A popular Whig
campaign song went:
Let Van from his coolers of silver drink wine,
And lounge on his cushioned setee,

Our man on a buckeye bench can recline,
Content with hard cider is he.29



19
This sort of campaigning was effective. The voting turnout
was immense. Over 800,000 more votes were cast than in the
1836 election. Anti-aristocratic feeling, with a good deal |
of help from the depression of 1837, swamped New York's
political Magician.

Dixon Wecter, the historian of American Society,
called the 1830's the "low water-mark of official Society
in American"--formal manners were in eclipse. President
Jackson provided his dinner guests with two forks, one
silver and one steel, they could take their choice. Jackson
himself preferred steel.30 The President had become the
chief symbol of the popular will, and if he was to retain
his power he acted in accordance with the mandates of the
people.

Numerous Americans of high social standing simply
withdrew from politics altogether, disdaining to contend
with the all powerful commoner-constituents. YAt the present
day," Tocqueville observed,

the more affluent classes of society are so entirely
removed from the direction of political affairs in
the United States, that wealth, far from conferring
a right to the exercise of power, is rather an ob-
stacle than a means of attaining to it. The wealthy
members of the community abandon the lists, through
unwillingness to contend, and frequently to contend
in vain, against the poorest classes of their fellow-
citizens. They concentrate all their enjoyments in
the privacy of their homes, where they occupy a rank
which cannot be assumed in public; and they constitute

a private society in the State, which has its own
tastes and its own pleasures.Bi







Unable to resist the forces of democracy by legitimate polit-/

ical means, wealthy citizens often became bitter and, as one
contemporary wrote, "frankly expressed . . . their contempt

for the government and institutions of America."32

ITT

This anti-political bias on the part of the well-
to-do was not just sour grapes; as in the later Gilded Age
there were strong economic motives which kept enterprising
persons away from politicse Far richer rewards were gained
from commerce or industry. Furthermore, retaining political —r
favor was precarious; one could be unseated by the electoral
whims of the capricious public. Even holding high public
office was not a guarantee that one would be considered of
high social standing. GCreat wealth, on the other hand, re-
gardless of how gained, virtually was such a guarantee. It
was not uncommon to regard politicians as second rate persons
unfit for the business world.33 But, whatever reasons the
wealthy gave for shunning politics, there was no denying
that the people had gained an equality in this realm just as
they had in the social sphere.

In his essay on People of Plenty, David Potter main-
tains that political democracies depend for their success on
the existence of an economic surplus and a wide distribution
of goods. Without this, the promise of that equality which

democracy implies would remain unfulfilled, since there would
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be little possibility of improving onets situation.34 Amer-
ica in the 1830's had economic abundance sufficient to make
advancement seem not merely possible but quite the normal
process of affairs. The traveller Basil Hall noted that

here "there is plenty of employment; so that, by the exer-
cise of a moderate share of diligence, the young couple may
swell their establishment to any extent they please. « 35
The most important single factor in shaping and sustaining
American equality and democracy was this accessibility of
wealth.

Society in the Jacksonian era was optimistic and
restless. Almost to a man Americans felt that the future
would be better than the past, just as democracy was better
than monarchy, and steam better than sail., Civilization was
progressing and America was in the vanguard. This optimism
was shovm in energetic enterprises of a hundred kinds--from
the reforming of drunkards to the laying of railroads. All
was carried out with great haste--meals were gobbled with a
rapidity that amazed (and disgusted) foreign visitors; great
canals were dug through unpeopled wilds; huge hotels were
constructed in towns that were little more than dreams. Be-
hind all this seemingly ceaseless activity was the desire
to improve onet's position. "The first thing which strikesi
a traveller in the United States," wrote Tocqueville, "is
the innumerable multitude of those who seek to throw off

their original condition. « « « No Americans are devoid of
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a yearning desire to rise. . . ."36 The average family had,
or expected to have, its own home; food, drink, clothing,
and other necessities were to be had in abundance. Men gen-
erally looked forward to becoming their own boss; women de-
sired to have servants; and both men and women expected that
their children would be better educated and financially
better off than themselves.

Economic opportunity took many forms. One factor
was the abundance of cheap lands. In New York State, except
in the cities and along the route of the canal, fertile lands
were readily available at reasonable prices.37 Land specu-
lators had gained control of most of the unsettled lands in
the western, central and northern parts of the state during
the first two decades after Independence. English, Dutch,
and French capitalists as well as native investors purchased
sizeable tracts, and in this way millions of acres came under
the control of relatively few land jobbers. Hoping to profit
by the rise in land values, these speculators subdivided
their tracts and often built roads, mills, and schcols in an
attempt to attract settlers. However, few of the great land
magnates realized the profits they had expected. Some like
Robert Morris and Alexander Macomb, two of the largest land-
holders, went bankrupt. Other speculators like the English
syndicate headed by Sir William Pulteney barely got back
their initial investments. The conservative bankers of the

Holland Land Company, who controlled most of the far western
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part of the state, realized about 5 percent per year from

their investment, but they met considerable resistance from

Rl S

the debtor farmers who had settled on their lands. Finally

in 1835, after a mob had sacked one of the company offices |
and debtors throughout the Holland purchase area had refused
to pay their outstanding debts, these Dutch bankers sold
their holdings.38

By the 1830's thousands of freehold farmers had come
into possession of their own lands. Land spéculators who
retained large tracts were eager to sell parcels of property
to bona fide settlers, and on many occasions generous credit
terms were granted.39 The ready availability of land miti-
gated against the establishment of a landed aristocracy.
Great rural estates were, of course, still extant, especially
in the valleys of the Hudson and Mohawk Rivers, but these
were the exceptions. Most farmers were their ovn masters,
and small farms worked by a single family, with perhaps the
help of one or two hired hands, were the general rule.

Farmers were sturdy and independent as American tra-
dition would have them, but they were also conservative,
poorly educated, overworked, underpaid, and living barely
above a subsistence level. During the second quarter of the
nineteenth century farmers were turning more to raising par-
ticular cash crops and, gradually, to improving agricultural
techniques. The average farmert's profits nevertheless re-

mained small. While more persons were engaged in agriculture
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than in any other occupation, many ambitious Americans began
to turn to more rapidly rewarding occupations in the area
of commerce and manufacturing. Tocqueville noted this trend.
"The cultivation of the ground," he wrote, "promises an
almost certain result of his [the farmerts] exertions, but
a slow one. « « o Agriculture is therefore only suited to
those who have already large superfluous wealth, or to those
whose penury bids them only seek a bare subsistence. o« « »
Thus democracy leads men to prefer one kind of labour to
another; and whilst it diverts them from agriculture, it
encourages their taste for commerce and manufactures.m40

The completion of the Erie Canal in 1325 opened up
new vistas to many New Yorkers. For some it was merely a
better system for transporting goods to market, but to the
imaginative and ambitious it was a stimulus to new enter-
prises. The canal, Levi Beardsley recalled, "enlarged the
views, and removed many prejudices against internal improve-
ments, so that men began to believe things possible which
they did not fully comprehends. « o M4l The success of the
Erie and other innovations and improvements in transportation
gave to the ordinary American a new optimism and spirit of
enterprisee. 'Society was in a state of flux, or, as it seemed
to many contemporaries, in a state of chaos. All around
them people saw examples of successful individuals who had
amassed small fortunes through shrewd investments in com-
merce, manufacturing, real estate, or any number of other

projects,
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The spirit of the times was one of risk and gambling
with the great goal being the accumulation of riches. Amer-
icans considered wealth a sufficient enough end in itself to
sanction various shady practices and even to praise these
questionable acts as "sharp™ dealings or as examples of
"Yankee ingenuity." Wealthwwas a symbol of status in America,
and while money was ;;;-fhe only criterion of social standing,
it was the most easily recognized and therefore the most im-
portant., It was largely the search for wealth that made
Americans the most mobila people in the world.#2 n"In the
United States,"™ wrote Tocqueville, "a man builds a house to
spend his latter years in it, and he sells it before the
roof is on: he plants a garden, and lsts it just as the
trees are coming into bearing: he brings a field into
tillage, and leaves other men to gather the crops: he em-
braces a profession, and gives it up: he settles in a
place, which he soon afterwards leaves to carry his change-
able longings elsewhere."43 America was an open society with
an expahding economy., Distinctions of rank were not clear-
cut, legal privileges were scarce, hereditary property was
subdivided, and education and freedom were widely diffused.
As a result the struggls for wealth was the dominating
passion.

"Rags to riches" was not an Horatio Alger fairy
tale; it was an accepted truthe. Poor-boy-made-good examples

abounded. John Jacob Astor, probably the richest man in
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Amercia, started out as an impoverished immigrant; while
President Jacksont's own career was an example of what could
be accomplished by an energetic and enterprising American.
The Jacksons and Astors of society were not thought of as
extraordinary persons; they were merely examples of what
any American could achieve with the right amounts of pluck
and lucke

The availability of wealth and the common belief
that anyone could succeed colored the American notion of
equality. Poor persons often ranted against the "moneyed
aristocracy" but seldom with a class bitterness. Almost
no one wanted to rid the nation of inequality by taking
from the rich and giving to the poor; instead people wanted
the right to become rich themselves. Equality was not looked
upon as a levelling process; it meant equality of opportunity
in the race for riches. As one writer put it: "True re-
publicanism requires that every man shall have an equal
chance--that every man shall be free to become as unequal as
he can."&4 Equality meant that all men could become gentle-
men; not that all gentlemen would be eliminated. This gave
Americans a dynamic view of class structure. There was a
strong awareness of class in the Jacksonian era, but class
levels were regarded as rungs to be climbed rather than as
permanent ranks. This is why mobility and change were such
important aspects of American character. Michael Chavalier

noted that "in general, the American is little disposed to
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be contented, his idéa of equality is to be inferior to none,
but he endeavors to rise in only one direction. His only
means, like his only thought is to subdue the material
worlde « Q"L’S
Unfortunately in the pursuit of wealth failures were

as frequent as fortunes, and for many the American dream of
wealth bscame a nightmare of frustrated aspirationse. Even
successful individuals were goaded on by a mild discontent;
few were satisfied with past accomplishments. In reflecting
on American life a somewhat disaffected contemporary wrote
that:

Every one is tugging, trying, scheming to advance--

to get ahead. It is a great scramble, in which all

are troubled and none are satisfied. In Europe, the

poor man, as a rule, knows that he must remain poor,

and he submits to his lot, and tries to make the best

of ite « « « Not so in America. Every other little

ragged boy dreams of being President or millionaire.

The dream may be a pleasant one while it lasts, but

what of the disappointing reality? What of ths ex-

cited, restlegs, feverish life spent in the pursuit

of phantoms?4

Similarly in reading Tocqueville's analysis of Ameri-

can society there emerges the picture of an enterprising
people who were extremely anxious, restless, impatient and
unstable. "Democratic institutions,"™ he wrote, "awaken and
foster a passion for equality which they can never entirely
satisfy." People felt that they had the opportunity of
rising to the level of their fellow citizens and they were
disappointed by their failure to reach any "level. ,"47 Like

a mule pursuing an outstretched carrot, Americans constantly
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sought an equality which

perpetually retires from before them, yet without
hiding itself from their sight, and in retiring draws
them on. At every moment they think they are about
to grasp it; it escapes from their hold. They are
near enough to see its charms, but too far off to
enioy them; and before they have fully tasted its
delights, they die. « « o« In democratic ages enjoy-
ments are more intense than in the ages of aristoc-
racy, and especially the number of those who partake
in them is larger: but, on the other hand, it must
be admitted that man's hopes and his desires are
oftener blasted, the soul is more sgricken and per-
turbed, and care itself more keen.k

Enough people advanced in American society to give
the impression that this was the natural process, but for
those who failed to progress or who fell back into poverty
there was no excuse or justification; their failure was
taken personally. In Europe a poor man by birth would have
had little reason to feel a compulsion to succeed; his posi-
tion was relatively fixed by class standards. Here, however,
where class labels were scorned, the poor man could not
blame his lack of success on society--he alone was at fault.
Even well-to-do individuals who did not increase their wealth
at a reasonable rate often considered themselves failures.
Success was not a fixed goal; it was advancement to a higher
level. Therefore, a person's achievement was measured less
by what he possessed than by what he had gained.

However, the very achievement of certain individuals
in various enterprises made future success for those who had
not yet arrived more difficult. Ths three decades from 1830

to the Civil War were a time of major economic and social
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change. In New York during this period society became in-
creasingly aristocratic. A wealthy class of capitalists
emerged more clearly set off from the rest of society than
any "aristocracy" of colonial times. At the same time mass
immigration and industrialization created a more or less
permanent proletariat. But before examining the factors
that made New York society more stratified it will be useful
to scrutinize the state's lower and upper classes during

the age of Jackson.
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CHAPTER 2
LABOR IN JACKSONIAN NZW YORK

That our citizens are yearly departing from the
simplicity of our republican institutions, is a
complaint made by many whose opinions deserve at-
tension, and is evinced by the increasing arro-
gance of those termed the higher classes, and the
servility of those denominated the lower, which
must be evident to all who are accustomed to ob-
serve what is passing around them.

--The Working Man's Advocate,
New York, February 20, 1830
I
Leisure was a luxury in which few persons indulged
in Jacksonian New York. Most men, including the wealthy,
made money by their own toil. Even gentlemen inheriting
sufficient wealth to live comfortably felt a compulsion to
engage in some sort of useful, and usually financially re-
warding, enterprise. Work was not viewed as a bar to gen-
tility. To be totally idle, on the other hand, was regarded
as being virtually outside of society. Because of this
attitude labor was not looked on with scorn.l
American respect for labor in the early 1830's was
conditioned by the fact that this country up to that time

had never had an excess of workers. This scarcity of laborers

made for comparatively higher wages here than workers received
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in Europe. Numerous foreign travellers commented upon this
factor. In 1830, S. H. Collins, an English author of a guide
book for prospective emigrants to America, wrote that the
Urnited States was the best country in the world for workers;
here they would earn four or five times what they could in
Burope. This was a highly exaggerated estimate, but it cer-
tainly was true that a worker was generally paid more here
than in Britain or any other European country.2
The French traveller Michael Chevalier on arriving

in lew York in 1833 was struck by the prosperous appearance
of the laboring classes:

The United States are certainly the land of promise

for the worker and the peasant. what a contrast be-

tween our kurope and this Americal! After landing in New

York, I thought every day was Sunday, for the whole

population that throngs Broadway seemed to be arrayed

in their Surnday's best. None of those countenances

ghastly with the privations or the foul air of Paris;

nothing like our wretched scavengers, our ragmen, and

corrasponding classes of the other sex. Every man

was warmly clad in an outer garment; 2very woman had

her cloak and bonnet of the latest Paris fashion.
Chevalier went on to relate the story of an Irishman, re-
cently arrived in America, who showed his employer a letter
he had just written to his family. On reading it the em-
ployer exclaimed, "But, Patrick, why do you say that you have
meat three times a week, when you have it three times a
day?"<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>