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TEMPLE OF MUSIC

They streamed among the manicured flower beds and dewy lawns of Delaware Park that early September morning in Buffalo, New York, a portrait of America in the Gilded Age. Women in full-length skirts and tight-fitting corsets in the fashion of the iconic Gibson Girl shaded themselves with parasols. The men, seeking relief from the sun with jauntily perched straw boaters, fingered coins deep in their pockets, confident in their jobs. Children in sailor suits skipped and laughed and pulled their parents along as fast as they could. The smoky aroma of grilling bratwurst, the echo of chirping piccolos and booming tubas, the bellow of an elephant, all signaled they had nearly reached the grounds of the Pan-American Exposition of 1901.

As the crowds drew nearer, a series of pillars, each topped with a horse and rider, could be discerned through the trees. Beyond them stood massive domed buildings in red and yellow, preceded by the stout Triumphal Bridge. The view was capped by the signature structure of the Expo, the 389-foot-high Electric Tower, lit with power generated by Niagara Falls twenty-five miles away. John M. Carrère, the Expo’s lead architect, had carefully orchestrated the scene so that “the spectator, as he approaches the Exposition, will see it develop gradually until he reaches the Bridge, when the entire picture will appear before him and almost burst upon him.”1 Once inside the 350-acre park, visitors marveled at every sort of attraction: a mock Japanese village, a Trip to the Moon exhibit where midgets served green cheese,2 and, of course, the pachyderm, a nine-ton specimen decorated by Queen Victoria for its service with the British army in Afghanistan.3

This was an especially exciting day. The Buffalo papers were reporting that William McKinley, beloved president of the United States, would meet members of the public at the Temple of Music at 4 P.M. The previous day, a record 116,000 people had crowded through the gates to see him deliver what many considered one of his finest speeches, and the prospect of actually exchanging a handshake or a brief word was an experience not to be missed. Such one-on-one encounters were a favorite of the president. Meeting with people individually, he projected a natural sincerity and warmth. So much time did McKinley spend in receiving lines that he perfected his own handshake, the “McKinley grip,” to prevent cramping. When confronted with a long reception line, he made a point of extending his hand first and clasping the other’s fingers so he couldn’t be squeezed back. Then he would grab hold of his visitor’s elbow with his left hand and deftly move him along,4 clocking up to fifty people a minute. “Everyone in that line has a smile and a cheery word,” he once said. “They bring no problems with them; only good will. I feel better after the contact.”5

But plans for this particular meet-and-greet had left McKinley’s staff feeling uneasy. The event had been well publicized and raised serious security issues. George B. Cortelyou, the president’s personal secretary, had twice removed the Temple of Music reception from McKinley’s schedule, and the president had twice demanded that it be reinstated. Though McKinley was the most popular president since Abraham Lincoln four decades earlier, pockets of dangerous radicals lurked in many cities. Only weeks before, his Secret Service agent George Foster, who looked the part of a professional sleuth with his derby hat and a cigar clenched between his teeth, had chased off a shadowy stranger from the McKinleys’ private home in Canton, Ohio. Responding to pleas to be more cautious, the president conceded only to drawing his living room shades at night. Publishing tycoon William Randolph Hearst also tormented McKinley’s inner circle with vicious attacks on the president. On April 10, 1901, his New York Journal printed an editorial that read in part: “If bad institutions and bad men can be got rid of only by killing, then the killing must be done.”6

Cortelyou’s nerves had been put even more on edge when, on the evening of September 4, 1901, the special three-car train the president and his wife were riding in pulled into the Terrace Station overlooking Lake Erie in Buffalo. Cannons set up by the Coast Guard to salute McKinley had been placed too near the tracks and, when fired, produced a thunderous report that shattered eight windows on the train and sent shards of glass flying inside. In a brief panic on the station platform, a dozen or so people, their minds quickly racing to the most likely assailant, shouted “Anarchists!”7

The reaction was understandable. The notorious exploits of anarchists had become, in the minds of many citizens, a very real and horrifying threat to the American way of life. Anarchist newspapers printed directions for making explosives at home and preached the downfall of the U.S. government. Radical believers of the political philosophy that rejected authority in any form had committed a sickening stream of terrorist attacks on European kings and heads of state. In the United States, anarchists had been convicted of bombing the police and nearly succeeded in murdering the manager of the nation’s largest steel company. The president, however, had never been one to worry about his own security and brushed aside pleas that he limit his exposure to the public. “No one would wish to hurt me,” he chuckled.8

On the evening of August 31, 1901, a slightly built young man entered the barroom of John Nowak’s saloon at 1078 Broadway on Buffalo’s east side and asked for a room. Clad in a gray suit with a black shoestring tie, he carried a telescope-shaped bag in one hand and a brown hat with a yellow ribbon in the other. He struck Nowak as a “fair sort of man” and possessed a dreamy look.9 The guest paid the rate of two dollars a week. “What name shall I write on the receipt?” Nowak asked. “John Doe,” the man replied. Nowak, accustomed to guests of questionable breeding, thought it somewhat odd but didn’t care what he called himself as long as he paid in advance. Nowak asked Frank Walkowiak, a clerk at the hotel who was studying law, to show the man to a room on the second floor. Walkowiak was more curious than his boss. “What made you say John Doe?” he asked as they trudged upstairs.

“Well, I’ll tell you, I’m a Polish Jew and I didn’t like to tell him or he wouldn’t keep me in the house.” Pressing the point, Walkowiak asked the guest his real name. “Nieman, Fred Nieman.… I’m going to sell souvenirs.”10

Nobody could figure out what the man who called himself Nieman was really doing in Buffalo. He generally rose early and left the hotel for the day. In the evening he would return with a collection of newspapers tucked under his arm—the Express, the Courier, the Times, the Commercial—and head straight to his room. He occasionally bought a cigar or a good whiskey, not the cheap five-cent shots, and stopped once or twice to watch a card game in the barroom, but he hardly ever spoke. The only time anyone paid him any attention was one morning when he noisily searched for a water pitcher, disturbing a retired German army officer trying to sleep in a nearby room.

Stuffed deep in his coat pocket, however, was one artifact that indicated a keen interest in world affairs—a neatly folded and well-worn newspaper clipping about the assassination of Italian king Umberto I. An Italian American named Gaetano Bresci, an editor of an anarchist newspaper in New Jersey, had murdered the monarch a year earlier. Nieman read it carefully. Sometime during the first week of September he stopped by Walbridge Hardware at 316 Main Street and asked to see a silver-plated Iver Johnson .32-caliber revolver—the same model that Bresci had used against Umberto I. At $4.50, the weapon was priced well above the other handguns that ran closer to $1.50, but he couldn’t resist acquiring the premium model. Back in his hotel room, he loaded the weapon with five Smith & Wesson cartridges and practiced wrapping the gun and his right hand in a white handkerchief.

At fifty-eight, McKinley was still handsome enough for his looks to be a campaign asset. His square jaw and strong cheekbones projected an air of confidence and purpose that suited an increasingly ambitious nation. His large head, some political friends thought, resembled that of Napoléon Bonaparte, and they took to referring to him as such. In figure and form McKinley was very much in keeping with amply portioned men of the day. At a scant five feet, six and a half inches—he made a point of insisting the last half inch be recorded—he sometimes seemed that large around. He might have shed a few pounds, but exercise, other than a brisk stroll in the evenings, had never been a priority. Several years before, McKinley had tried to take up golf but gave it up: too much walking.

McKinley’s most distinguishing feature, however, was his piercing dark eyes, eyes that conveyed a genuine goodness of spirit. “The habitual expression of the face is one of gravity and kindness,” the Review of Reviews wrote in 1896. “If the phrase did not sound too sentimental, the fittest words to characterize McKinley’s look would be a sweet seriousness.”11 McKinley, the magazine continued, always had a kind word for secretaries or servants and would see off visitors to the door of his Canton home to warn them about the steps. Longtime Republican stalwart and diplomat John Hay would write years later to a friend, “The president was one of the sweetest and quietest natures I have ever known among public men.”12 Journalists, who had the opportunity to see the president on a daily basis from desks set up near his second-floor office, were likewise struck by McKinley’s unfailing affability. Frequently stopping for brief chats, one hand in a pants pocket, the other twirling his glasses, he would ask after any who were missing that day and inquire about their health.13

McKinley awoke the morning of September 6, 1901, in an energetic mood. Staying at the stately home of Expo president John G. Milburn, he rose early and made certain he was dressed to the teeth: a boiled shirt, iron-starched collar and cuffs, black satin cravat, pique vest, pinstriped trousers, and frock coat. Into his pockets he stuffed enough trinkets to fill a small jewelry box, including a gold watch and pencil, a wallet, $1.20 in small change, three knives, nine keys (several loose, others on two rings), a pair of gloves, and three handkerchiefs, because it was supposed to be a warm day.14 At 7 A.M., much to the consternation of his security detail, McKinley set off on a twenty-minute walk along Delaware Avenue, one of the most beautiful streets in Buffalo, enjoying the air and the fine homes.15 Invigorated by the exercise, he and his wife, Ida, then departed on a sightseeing trip to Niagara Falls, where he clambered about like a boy. His hosts, eager to please their esteemed guest, had arranged for a hearty lunch at the International Hotel and left enough time in his schedule for the president to cap the midday meal with a favorite cigar. By midafternoon, he had boarded his train of parlor cars for the trip back to the Expo, relaxing as farmland and fruit trees passed outside his window.

At the Temple of Music, the main concert hall of the Expo, staff had been preparing all morning for the president’s arrival. Security and crowd control were top concerns but seemed to have been addressed. Louis Babcock, a Buffalo attorney and grand marshal of the Exposition, had arranged chairs to form a wide aisle to direct people from the east entrance to the dais and then to corral them out the Temple’s south doorways. Babcock’s men had also constructed a wooden blind behind the dais to protect the president from the rear, upon which they hung a large American flag. Potted bay trees and other small plants were collected from around the Expo and placed on the edge of the stage, where Secret Service agents were to stand as they studied those in line for strange behavior or a hidden weapon. Before getting anywhere near the president, visitors would have to file between two columns of soldiers who were also ordered to scrutinize each individual. At noon, their work complete, Babcock, Buffalo attorney James L. Quackenbush, and another fair organizer gathered for a lunch of sandwiches and pilsner beer, pleased with their preparations. Referring to Theodore Roosevelt, the ambitious vice president, Quackenbush was confident enough to quip: “It would be Roosevelt’s luck to have McKinley shot today.”16

As the three lingered over their meal, a line began to form at the Temple’s east entrance, spilling out onto the Esplanade. Well-wishers balanced on swollen feet for hours under a searing sun, avoiding the temptation of the comfortable chairs in the nearby Pabst restaurant where a seltzer and lemon sold for thirty cents. The afternoon was so warm and humid that by three o’clock the Expo ambulance would pick up three cases of heat exhaustion on the fairgrounds.17

If Nieman was suffering from the heat, he kept it to himself and arrived early enough to secure a place near the front of the line. He looked, some later said, like a tradesman or mechanic on holiday, though he hardly stood out. Waiting just in front of him was a dark-haired Italian-looking man. Directly behind was James Parker, a slender six-foot-four African-American waiter from Atlanta. Naturally gregarious, Parker tried once or twice to strike up a conversation with Nieman but was rebuffed.18

Shortly before four o’clock, McKinley’s Victorian carriage pulled up to the Temple of Music and he emerged still unseen by the crowds of people that waited for him at the other entrance.19 The Temple, which from a distance resembled a red, yellow, and blue Fabergé egg, was an impressive structure. Able to accommodate an audience of more than two thousand, it hosted famous musicians playing daily concerts. Striding toward the dais, the music-loving president might have noticed the building’s impressive pipe organ, an $18,000 Emmons Howard that was one of the largest ever made. Shown to his place, McKinley turned to his security men and gave the order: “Let them come.”20 On cue, organist William J. Gomph coaxed the massive organ to life with a tasteful Bach sonata. The doors to the east entrance were thrown open and excitement rippled through the waiting crowd, many murmuring in hushed tones as they shuffled along on the pine floors.

The first to reach the president was Dr. Clinton Colegrove of Holland, New York. “George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and President McKinley,” he declared.21

Several children followed. “To every child, the president bent over, shook hands warmly and said some kind words,” wrote a young newspaper reporter, John D. Wells. One boy broke from his mother’s hand to dash to the president’s side. His horrified mother arrived seconds later but McKinley, who loved children, brushed off the breach of protocol and complimented the boy’s enthusiasm.

Not far behind, Parker was growing irritated with Nieman, who seemed to be shuffling along. “If you can’t go faster, at least let me by,” Parker said. Again, he was ignored. All the while nobody—not the police guard, not the soldiers, not the Secret Service—asked Nieman to remove his right hand from his front coat pocket. The Italian-looking man in front of him had captured their attention. With his tousle of dark hair, olive skin, and mustache, he fit the prevailing stereotype of an immigrant anarchist. The suspect created a further distraction when he would not quickly let go of the president’s hand and Secret Service agent Samuel Ireland had to intervene.22 Once extricated, McKinley turned toward Nieman, smiled warmly, and extended his right hand. Nieman took a step forward. Standing only a foot away, he withdrew a bulging handkerchief from his pocket and shoved it toward the president’s ribs.23

McKinley and the man who called himself Nieman lived in parallel yet vastly different worlds. Each could see that the Industrial Revolution was forever changing a nation that had long been proud of its simple, agrarian roots. Farmers were abandoning their plows for jobs in clanking, hissing factories. Steamy cities powered by desperately hopeful immigrants clawed into the countryside, and lording over it all was a new breed of American, the rapacious Wall Street tycoon.

For McKinley, these were signs of progress—a prosperous nation was a happy one—and he would do what he could to encourage America’s growing economic might. The strongest, most fit companies were allowed to gobble up the weakest until vast swaths of the economy were ruled by a handful of men who understood no economic law other than to produce as much as their straining factories could stand. And when there were no longer enough consumers in the United States to soak up everything that filled the shops and new mail-order catalogs, McKinley attempted to help by establishing new markets abroad. The United States proceeded to acquire foreign territories with all the skill and grace of a hungry Labrador retriever eating dinner—at once sloppy, excited, ravenous, clumsy, and oblivious. Under McKinley, the United States lurched at the chance to snatch territory in the Caribbean and the Pacific, annex Hawaii, and begin what would become a familiar pattern of sending troops to foreign shores to “defend American interests.” Bursting with confidence and pride, an almost giddy nation realized it was on the cusp of joining the traditional powers—England, France, and more recently Germany—as a nation of first rank, one whose companies would dominate world markets and whose missionaries would spread its Protestant work ethic and way of life to a grateful planet. The concept of running an “empire,” long despised in this former colony, came to be coveted by some as a reward bestowed by the Almighty himself on a deserving people.

Yet in all the exuberance, some saw a nation that had turned its back on its values. The United States had become, they felt, a country owned by the rich and governed only with their interests in mind. The expansion depended on a swelling army of low-skilled workers like Nieman, people who toiled at jobs that often didn’t provide a subsistence wage, without hope of advancement or much of anything beyond an early grave. The American economy had come to resemble Frankenstein’s monster, both in power and incomprehensibility, wrote historian John Garraty. “Workers, businessmen, professional economists, and political leaders could neither control nor even understand the mighty forces they pretended to supervise and employ.”24 This combination of raw suffering in the workers’ tenements and indifference in the mansions of the ruling elite created a fertile breeding ground for a class of social radical who came to see the dynamite stick and the pistol as the only way to break the cycle of servitude. The most notorious of these were the anarchists who, sometimes working in small groups, other times alone, were perfectly willing to resort to terror to redress society’s evils.

In diametrically opposed ways, McKinley and Nieman heard in these tumultuous times a calling each believed could change history. This is the story of how they answered.
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“OH GOD, KEEP HIM HUMBLE”

The curious as well as the committed came by the trainload to Canton, Ohio, throughout the summer of 1896 to see the Republican Party’s candidate for president. Neatly dressed local volunteers with welcoming smiles assembled the delegations of miners, tradespeople, streetcar drivers, and soldiers, as well as bankers, lawyers, doctors, and college students, and marched through the center of town toward the McKinley home.1 By the thousands they strutted to the beat of brass bands and patriotic melodies. Chanting, waving banners, and tooting horns, the throngs surged up Market Avenue North “as thick as flies around a railroad pie stand” until they passed beneath the “McKinley Arch,” a plaster structure crowned with the candidate’s likeness. Down the tree-lined street and past souvenir stands selling buttons, canes, and umbrellas, they made their way toward McKinley’s Victorian home at number 723. It was, in the words of one, as if every day were the Fourth of July.2

As the din of each delegation grew louder, McKinley would wait in his office just off the downstairs hall and review the day’s scheduled visitors, warned of their imminent arrival by a runner who monitored the train station. The candidate would then emerge from the front door, climb atop a sturdy chair, and greet the enthusiastic crowd. It was a deliberately engineered stage, with McKinley’s tasteful yet modest home serving as a picture-perfect backdrop.3 Gingerbread woodwork hung from the high peaked roof. Large windows, shutters thrown open, looked out on a lawn that, at the start of the campaign, was said to be among the most immaculate in town.4 White urns spilled over with flowers, brilliant red geraniums lined a walk leading to a covered porch that shaded wicker chairs and rockers. McKinley’s mother, Nancy, served lemonade with Ida. The candidate would occasionally interrupt a speech to shout a warm greeting across the fence to a neighbor girl, Mary Harter, gawking at the crowds.

The McKinley home quickly filled up with a trove of gifts. Watermelons, cheese, canes, flags, cakes, and clothing were all stored in a back room for the staff to rummage through. Tons of flowers went in the trash heap. A group from Tennessee brought a finely polished tree stump on which McKinley would later deliver campaign speeches; another brought the largest plate of galvanized iron ever rolled in the United States, and yet another brought a record-breaking sheet of tin, sixty feet long, with the names of the candidates on it. Five bald eagles were bestowed, which McKinley hastily gave to the zoo in Nimisilla Park.5 On one occasion, an army of bicyclists, riding two, four, and six abreast, performed in intricate formations outside McKinley’s home, saluting him by dismounting and raising the front wheels of their bikes.6

Under the constant drumbeat of feet, the front yard looked by the end of the summer “as if a herd of buffalo had passed that way.”7 Eager visitors completely demolished the fence, as well as the grape arbor. The velvety lawn quickly wore away, balding to clay that was “hard and shiny.” Souvenir hunters stripped the front porch.8 In one day alone, 16 delegations from 12 states arrived. All told, between June 19 and November 2, 1896, nearly 750,000 people in 300 delegations from 30 states made the pilgrimage to the McKinley porch.

The newspapers dubbed it the “Front Porch Campaign.” There would be no whistle-stop tours, no speeches in crowded halls, and no heated rallies in borderline states. Voters would have to come to him. The strategy suited McKinley’s strengths, as well as his weaknesses. Mark Hanna, his energetic campaign manager, tried to paint the decision to stay home as evidence of McKinley’s qualification for office. “Mr. McKinley will continue to conduct himself as a man who appreciates the dignity and importance of the office he seeks. He will not lend himself to any catchpenny scheme for the sake of satisfying the curious or making himself talked about.”9 There was no doubt a large element of truth to Hanna’s claim. Proper manners and comportment were as much a part of McKinley as his ample girth. McKinley also saw practical reasons to stay close to home. As a public speaker, he was no match for William Jennings Bryan, his loquacious Democratic rival. “I might just as well put up a trapeze on my front lawn and compete with some professional athlete as go out speaking against Bryan,” McKinley told members of his campaign staff. “I have to think when I speak.”10

That so many people traveled so far to hear him said much about his appeal. As a Republican, McKinley was undeniably the candidate of the nation’s moneyed interests, men in top hats and dark European suits who controlled so much wealth. Yet McKinley also possessed a surprising knack for reaching out to the common man, able to speak his language and, maybe most important, able to show they shared the same humble roots.

Born the seventh of nine children in 1843, William McKinley, Jr., started life in Niles, Ohio, far from the corridors of power. About sixty-five miles southeast of Cleveland, Niles was little more than a wide spot in the road, albeit a bucolic one. Farms dotted the rolling hills outside town, where a young McKinley relished the simple pleasures of standing barefoot on earth warmed by a recently resting cow, roaming the woods with a bow and arrow, or flying his beloved kite. The Mosquito Creek, where McKinley and another boy had once nearly drowned, meandered nearby. A tree-lined unpaved street marked the center of the village. Three churches—as many as there were stores—served a population of three hundred.11

The McKinley home, a two-story clapboard, graced a corner lot adjoining a grocery store. Regularly whitewashed, with a steeply gabled roof and curtains neatly adorning the windows, it radiated middle-class propriety.12 McKinley’s father, of tough Scottish-Irish stock, was a powerfully built jack-of-all-trades who supported the family by managing the blast furnace that, along with a rolling mill and a nail forge, constituted the backbone of the Niles economy.13

As in many frontier households—and Ohio was considered the frontier in those days—it was the woman of the house who assumed the role of parent-in-chief. Mother McKinley, as she was affectionately known among townsfolk, embodied all that was good about the community, taking in visiting Methodist preachers and handling nearly every church duty short of delivering the sermons. “Don’t think my bringing up has much to do with making my son [a success]” she said later, displaying trademark modesty. “I had six children and I had all my own work to do. I did the best I could, of course, but I could not devote all my time to him.”14 Still, she held a special place for her young son. William, she hoped, would fulfill her greatest ambition that one of her children would enter the ministry. Reverend Aaron D. Morton also believed that the boy displayed the makings of a man of the cloth. He noted that McKinley was not the “shouting” sort of Methodist, but one who carefully considered his words. “I often noticed him in church,” he said. “He was the best listener I ever saw.… Many of us thought he would become a minister.”15

Education took a close second to religion in the McKinley household. Whenever there was some extra money, the family spent it on books, among them David Hume’s History of England, Edward Gibbon’s The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, and the early works of Charles Dickens. They also subscribed to monthly magazines such as Horace Greeley’s Weekly Tribune and The Atlantic Monthly, William’s favorite. Unusual for the time, the elder McKinley preferred to eat dinner in the evening, not at noon, so as to spend time with his family. For an hour each evening they would gather in the sitting room, children on the floor, parents on creaking wooden chairs, reading aloud to one another.16

As a student in Niles’s one-room schoolhouse, McKinley was more dedicated and hardworking than brilliant. Eager to please, he threw himself into memorizing dates for history tests, or copying and reciting texts. Later, after the family had moved to Poland, Ohio, so as to take advantage of better schools, McKinley displayed his characteristic work ethic by engaging in a friendly competition with a boy across the street to see who would be the last to turn his lamp off in the evening and the first one up in the morning. Though gifted in mathematics, he thrived on languages, including Latin, Greek, and a favorite, Hebrew. “It was seldom that his head was not in a book,” one acquaintance noted.17

McKinley would have made a fine university student and did briefly attend Allegheny College in Meadville, Pennsylvania, where he was noted for his debating skills and “winsome” personality. Deft at putting faces with names, he collected friends easily. But his education was cut short by a nervous ailment—the details remain unclear—and he returned home to convalesce before the end of his first term. It was a devastating setback for the promising young scholar. “I felt so much discouraged,” he said, “that it seemed I never would look forward to anything again.… I was discontented for many months. It seemed to me that my whole life was to be spoiled by my unfortunate nervousness.”18 His hopes for returning to his studies were dealt a further blow when his father was obliged to take on debts run up by a brother. Not only would there be no money for his education, but William was forced to take jobs as a schoolteacher and at the post office to help make ends meet.

McKinley might well have found a way back to the classroom eventually, but like most men of his generation, his life story made an abrupt turn with the coming of the Civil War. Partly out of peer pressure from patriotic neighbors, and partly out of admiration for President Lincoln, McKinley decided to enlist and in June 1861 joined the Twenty-third Ohio Volunteer Infantry Regiment.

For a mama’s boy who had never been away from home longer than a few months, McKinley found military life surprisingly agreeable. His comrades noted that he took to soldiering naturally and mastered Hardee’s Tactics, the army’s standard infantry manual, “with little effort.” Each morning he rose at four thirty to help make breakfast—simple fare such as biscuits, bacon, and black coffee—and was a stalwart in the regimental religious group known as “the psalm-singers of the western reserve.”19 Although army life offered many temptations for a young man, McKinley apparently remained steadfast to the strict religious teachings of his mother. In one letter home he wrote: “It is by no means essential that an individual who has enlisted to defend his country should forget his early teachings and bury his parents’ instruction in oblivion. No—he can continually keep them before his mind, even remembering that they are like ‘burning glasses, whose collected rays point with warmth and quickness to the heart.’ ”20

After just a few months in uniform, the handsome young soldier was promoted to the rank of commissary sergeant, a position of considerable responsibility in acquiring and preparing food for up to one thousand men. Yet the duty was a rear-echelon job that offered more in the way of creature comforts—a wagon that transported his personal belongings, plenty of food, and the ability to hobnob with officers—than any chance of battlefield glory. Clearly McKinley wanted more from the war. When an opportunity to see action came along, on September 17, 1862, he seized it. Civil War veterans would long remember the date with a cold shudder, for it marked the Battle of Antietam—the bloodiest one-day battle in American history.

Men of the Twenty-third began their day well before dawn and they made their way through woods and open fields until midafternoon, when the advance stalled near Rohrbach Bridge (later known as Burnside’s Bridge), a three-arched stone structure that spanned Antietam Creek near Sharpsburg, Maryland. For the troops, it promised to be a long and uncomfortable evening. Their haversacks were for the most part empty of food and water, and many had not even had time for breakfast that morning. Yet resupply looked like a suicide mission.

McKinley, however, was not one to be easily deterred from his duties. Ignoring the warnings of two officers, he loaded his chuck wagon with cooked meat, beans, crackers, and a barrel of coffee, climbed aboard, and whipped his team of mules over a shallow hill and directly into enemy fire. One hungry soldier later described the wagon approaching the creek at “breakneck speed, through a terrific fire of musketry and artillery that seemed to threaten annihilation to everything within its range.” Yet McKinley pushed on, making it to the sloping bank that sheltered the Union troops, where he triumphantly jumped down from his seat to a boisterous welcome. One severely wounded soldier was heard to say “God bless the lad.”21

Impressed, too, was Rutherford B. Hayes, a senior officer in McKinley’s regiment. Hayes advised a fellow officer to “keep your eye on that young man. There is something in him.” And so was born a formative relationship with a valuable mentor. Hayes saw to it that McKinley was granted a commission; he would later make him a member of his staff. In 1877, after McKinley worked for a time as a lawyer in Canton, both men went to Washington—Hayes as the newly elected president of the United States and McKinley as a freshman congressman.

War hero, self-made man, a good Christian—these were qualities that attracted the men and women marching up Market Avenue North that summer. There was another topic, however, that consumed even more of their thinking: the economy. The advance of American industry was everywhere to see. Each day, factories stretched farther into the countryside, new smokestacks pierced the sky, and the carriages of freshly minted moguls rattled down the streets, their occupants engrossed in the morning’s Wall Street Journal.

No manifestation of the changes sweeping the county was greater than the spread of railroads. Where prior to the Civil War, when iron rails timidly penetrated the interior of the continent, by the 1890s virtually everyone lived within earshot of a train whistle. In 1890, the tracks stretched 164,000 miles, nearly five times their length in 1865.22 Railroads were the largest companies, the biggest employers, and the hungriest consumers of key resources such as steel and coal and land. Completing the transcontinental railroad was one of the most celebrated symbols of American achievement. Telegraphs carried blow-by-blow reports from Promontory Summit, Utah, on May 10, 1869, when railroad tycoon Leland Stanford, who would later found a San Francisco Bay Area university of some note, pounded a golden spike into tracks connecting the Pacific and Atlantic coasts. Soon, strings of telegraph wire suspended above the tracks buzzed with everything from birthday greetings to purchase orders. By 1883, Western Union’s network included 400,000 miles of wire carrying forty million messages a year.23

Steel output, the other major barometer of national economic prowess in the late nineteenth century, likewise provided ample evidence of America’s growing might. About one hundred years had passed since, according to legend, hunter Necho Allen had discovered anthracite coal in Pennsylvania when his campfire ignited the rocks around it. Now, Pittsburgh looked like “hell with the lid off” as the fires of hundreds of furnaces—glass factories, iron mills, steel rolling mills, lead factories, and oil refineries—illuminated the evening sky.24 Between 1860 and 1896, output of bituminous coal alone skyrocketed from 9 million tons to 138 million.25

Maybe it was the sheer thrill of watching their country being transformed on an almost daily basis, but there was also something about this period that seemed to capture the imaginations of ordinary Americans. At no time in the nation’s history had there been such a flowering of new products.

Consumer goods that debuted during the era still fill store shelves: Cream of Wheat, Aunt Jemima pancake mix, Kellogg’s Shredded Wheat, Juicy Fruit gum, Pabst Blue Ribbon beer, Coca-Cola, and Quaker Oats. Mass production led to standardized brands and massive ad campaigns that created the consumer society as we now know it. H. J. Heinz erected a fifty-foot electric pickle in Times Square in 1896 in an effort to become a household name. Cincinnati’s Procter & Gamble rescued housewives from hours of boiling animal fat when it launched a nationwide $11,000 advertising blitz to promote Ivory Soap. Technology helped build bigger markets as well. Thanks to speedy delivery by newly introduced railway refrigerator cars, New Yorkers could regularly savor steaks from the slaughterhouses of Chicago. James Bonsack’s automatic cigarette-making machine enabled James Duke’s factory to turn America into a nation of smokers, puffing some four billion cigarettes per year by 1900.

European tourists marveled at the inventive spirit they encountered. Whether streetcars, farm implements, or bathroom conveniences, American products seemed more cunning and resourceful. Writing in McClure’s Magazine, British journalist Henry Norman observed, “On this visit, I noticed a new fitting on the wall of the bathroom. It was an electric heater for curling irons! To you this perhaps seems to be a very ordinary kind of thing. I stood before it in amazement.” He continued: “In Europe when we have a certain ‘fitment’ in house or office that serves its purpose well, we are satisfied with it and go on with our work. If anybody comes along with something better we look upon him as something of a nuisance. The thing we have is quite good enough. In America it seems that a man will try an object one day and throw it away the next for something a trifle more convenient or expeditious.”

New ideas abounded: baseball cards, carpet sweepers, safety razors with disposable blades. Bicycling, once a pastime for the well-to-do, became an everyman activity in 1890 when the “safety bike” came out with two wheels the same size. Montgomery Ward, who started as a Chicago hardware salesman, pioneered the mail-order business and transformed how Middle America shopped. Crammed into the 623-page 1895 edition of his catalog was everything from Windsor pianos to saddles to ladies’ summer cloaks in more than forty styles.26

Perhaps there was no more precise measure of American ingenuity than the patents registry. The total number of filings soared sixfold from 12,688 in 1871 to 72,470 in 1896, the year of the election.27 All told, output of manufactured goods had nearly tripled in the twenty years since the Civil War.28 While the volume of U.S. manufactured output ranked fourth in the world in 1860, it had climbed to first place by 1894.29 The United States had now replaced Britain as the “workshop of the world.” Henry Adams, the writer and historian, observed that so much change was concentrated in the second half of the century that “the American boy of 1854 stood nearer the year 1 than to the year 1900.”

Inevitably, such dramatic expansion made a lot of people rich. This new wealth bred such crazy excesses that economist Thorstein Veblen was driven to coin the term “conspicuous consumption” to make sense of what he saw around him. Up and down New York’s Fifth Avenue, captains of industry and their wives busily attempted to best one another with a building boom that transformed the boulevard into a crass approximation of the Loire Valley as one mansion after another was erected in the style of French chateaux. Dubbed “millionaire’s row,” Fifth Avenue became one of New York’s prime tourist attractions. Horse-drawn omnibuses filled with gawking visitors clattered down the well-worn cobblestones as drivers pointed out landmark abodes. One of the most popular sights stood between Fifty-seventh and Fifty-eighth streets. There loomed the imposing home of Cornelius Vanderbilt II. Designed by the coveted architect George B. Post, the chateau built in the style of Henry IV’s housed a dining room stretching forty-five feet. The ceiling was made of opalescent glass and was studded with jewels. Oak beams were inlaid with mother-of-pearl.30 French prime minister Georges Clemenceau, who lived for a time in New York and New England, was aghast at what he saw. He would remark that the United States had gone from a stage of barbarism to one of decadence without achieving any civilization between the two.31

For better and for worse, enabling this economic miracle had been McKinley’s most important mission since he first entered Congress. For him, business was not something distinct from the rest of society that had to be regulated and controlled. Industry was America. It was how people secured their livelihoods, it drove innovation and improved standards of living, and it was making the nation great. McKinley chose to promote this agenda by mastering perhaps the most important industrial issue of the 1880s—tariffs. Though Democrats saw trade barriers as causing higher prices and therefore harmful to the common man, for McKinley they offered a vital means to protect young American companies from the ravages of established European rivals.

He seemed fated for the job. McKinley’s hometown, Niles, Ohio, had been named for Hezekiah Niles, a pioneer of American protectionism.32 And as he grew older, the symbolism took on more tangible forms. The Ohio counties of Stark, Mahoning, and Columbiana were peppered with furnace mills and other industries that had flourished under, even owed their existence to, long-standing trade barriers.33 With his maiden speech before Congress in April 1878, McKinley firmly established his protectionist credentials. “We ought to take care of our own Nation and her industries first. We ought to produce for ourselves as far as practicable, and then send as much abroad as is possible—the more the better. If our friends abroad think this position illiberal, they have only to bring their capital and energy to this country, and then they will share with us equally in all things.”34 Twelve years later, in 1890, the same thinking catapulted McKinley into the national spotlight when he authored the most protective collection of trade barriers in American history to that time—legislation that would become known as the McKinley Tariff.

What truly marked McKinley as an ally of business, however, was the company he kept—not that he harbored any desire to join the captains of industry as they summered on Long Island or yachted along the Potomac. Neither he nor they would have been comfortable mixing in such a rarefied atmosphere. Rather, it was one man, Mark Hanna, who linked him to Wall Street and would become inseparably intertwined with McKinley for years to come.

Hanna, a fellow Ohioan with a pleasant round face, a thin comb-over, and a snorting laugh, was a self-made man who embodied much of the American spirit of the era, if not a few of its rougher edges. Overweight from an unhealthy diet that included a constant supply of sweets, Hanna strode quickly and purposefully with an inelegant gait, moving about on his short legs with clipped strides that revealed a greater desire to get someplace than concern for how he looked getting there. He disdained fine food and was infamous for his taste for corned beef hash breakfasts prepared according to a recipe he had devised while working in iron ore camps in Duluth years before.35

Having earned a fortune in coal and iron, Hanna forged a diverse empire that included a newspaper, The Cleveland Herald, a streetcar line (which he rode every day from his house on Franklin Avenue to his office), and a bank, the Union National. Almost on a whim, he also purchased a theater in Cleveland, considered the largest and most handsome in the city. As his biographer Herbert David Croly wrote: “He always played fair, even if he did not always play politely; and when he sat in a game he usually won, and he usually occupied or came to occupy a seat at the head of the table.”36

One game that Hanna found especially captivating was politics, though true to form it was a contest he entered only at the highest levels. Preferring the role of kingmaker to vying for the crown himself, Hanna adopted upwardly mobile political ingénues the way an heiress supports starving artists. He recognized in McKinley a figure worthy of his attentions.

The two had first met during the Republican convention of 1888 and quickly discovered in each other qualities they admired. Hanna stood in awe of McKinley’s political skills and his loyalty. McKinley respected Hanna’s business acumen and boundless energy. Indeed, it was Hanna’s financial skill that probably saved McKinley’s political career three years before the election he now contested. In 1893 McKinley nearly went bankrupt when a friend whose debts he had agreed to back went insolvent. Through no fault of his own other than unwise generosity, McKinley was suddenly on the hook for more than $100,000 (a little over $2.5 million today37), a sum he could not possibly pay. Organized by Hanna, McKinley’s moneyed political supporters refused to let one admittedly large slipup derail their man and set about raising money to bail the promising future candidate out. Many contributions came from ordinary voters, but the power brokers ultimately saved him. Henry Clay Frick of Carnegie Steel contributed $2,000. The Illinois Steel Company added $10,000; George Pullman, maker of railway cars, chipped in $5,000; and Philip Armour, the meat-packer, ponied up $5,000 as well.38

In the years that followed, as the relationship flourished, left-leaning newspapers gleefully savaged McKinley as an unwitting stooge to Hanna the money man. A series of cartoons by Homer Davenport in the New York Journal depicted Hanna as a fat, crafty man wearing suits covered with dollar signs, the buttons of his vest straining under a bloated gut. In one cartoon, he grips a bull-snake whip resting on a skull entitled “labor.” A dwarfed, grumpy-looking McKinley is tucked in a belt, his feet shackled. “He [Hanna] has McKinley in his clutch as ever did hawk have chicken, and he will carry him whither he chooses,” the New York Journal wrote. “Hanna and the others will shuffle him and deal him like a deck of cards.”39

That much the opposite was true mattered not to the Democrats. While McKinley valued Hanna’s advice, it was Hanna who took the orders and acted “just a shade obsequious in McKinley’s presence.” H. H. Kohlsaat, a Chicago newspaperman, wrote that Hanna’s attitude was “always that of a big, bashful boy toward the girl he loves.” McKinley enjoyed gently teasing Hanna, urging him at a Sunday concert, for example, to sing more loudly, even though he had a terrible voice. At a Yale vs. Princeton football game, Hanna was much impressed when a couple of students pointed in McKinley’s direction and asked, “Who is that distinguished looking man, the one that looks like Napoleon?”40

[image: ]

McKinley may have put great store in the American economy in the latter decades of the nineteenth century, but one unmistakable fact remained that tainted its dazzling achievements. Economic growth came not in a smooth, upward trajectory, but in a series of gut-wrenching collapses and dizzying recoveries that exacted a terrible toll on the workforce. As the presidential campaign of 1896 gathered pace, the country still had not recovered from the latest collapse, the great financial panic of 1893. Ignited by the bankruptcy of the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad, the banking system had nearly imploded. Prices for every manner of consumer good steadily fell, part of the longest and worst spell of deflation the country has ever seen. Hundreds of financial institutions failed, and thousands of businesses went under. Unemployment rose to more than 20 percent in some cities. Tramps seemed to spring from the earth, hopping trains from city to city in search of work, or to flee the scene of a rising number of petty crimes. “Never before,” wrote The Commercial and Financial Chronicle in August 1893, “has there been such a sudden and striking cessation of industrial activity.”41

If there was one man who could exploit such economic implosions, it was the Democrat William Jennings Bryan. Where McKinley stood for the establishment, the thirty-six-year-old Bryan was a populist, a westerner from Nebraska, an outsider. For him, the campaign was a moral crusade, one in which he reveled in contrasting the conditions of the working poor with McKinley and the Republicans. “One of the most important duties of government is to put rings in the noses of hogs,” he said, referring to the need to control fat-cat Republicans. Speaking from on top of a manure spreader in one farm state, he quipped, “This is the first time I have ever spoken from a Republican platform.”42 He was, his supporters liked to say, their “Nebraska cyclone.”

Bryan was so removed from the power circles of his own party that any hope of earning their trust had initially seemed preposterous—until they heard him speak. Introduced to a crowd of twenty thousand delegates at the Democratic Party’s national convention on July 9, 1896, Bryan sprinted down the aisle toward the stage, vaulting up the steps to the speaker’s rostrum two at a time. With theatrical flair, he tossed his head back, thrust one leg forward, and extended a hand toward the crowd demanding their silence so not a word would be wasted.43

In a soft baritone that lent credibility beyond his years, Bryan painted a picture of a desperately unfair social order, one that pitted “idle holders of idle capital” against the “struggling masses.” Time and again the audience erupted with cheers and applause, furiously waving handkerchiefs that turned the floor into a sea of white. Attacking McKinley for his defense of the gold standard, which he argued restricted growth in the money supply and drove prices down, Bryan asked what was wrong with backing the dollar with silver as well, a theory that he hoped would generate a healthy level of inflation and aid farmers, who formed the backbone of his constituency. When he reached his closing remarks, Bryan extended his arms as if he were being crucified, froze for what witnesses claimed was a full five seconds, and uttered one of the most famous lines of nineteenth-century politics: “You shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold.” The next day, party delegates still hoarse from their thundering ovation gave Bryan the nomination.

As the campaign gathered pace in August, Bryan’s youth and energy revealed themselves in ways that McKinley could not hope to match. While McKinley stayed at home, sleeping in his own bed and convincing himself he was dignified and above the fray, Bryan engaged voters on four major campaign trips. Despite a heat wave throughout the Midwest, throngs of eager supporters flocked to railway stations to welcome him. On one trip, crowds were so large in Columbus, Toledo, and South Bend that there weren’t buildings large enough to accommodate them, so he delivered his speeches in open fields.44 Farmers traveled as much as a hundred miles by foot, bicycle, horseback, or carriage to hear him speak. Scores of babies were named after him. On a second foray, his show traveled through the Northeast, where he addressed seventy-five thousand people in Boston.45 His endurance quickly became legendary. Delivering up to thirty-six speeches a day, he taught himself to fall asleep in minutes, fortifying himself with catnaps on the floor of his train. Unable to take regular baths while on the road, Bryan would strip off his clothes between speeches and rub his body with gin to mask the scent of his own sweat, leaving him smelling “like a wrecked distillery.”46 By the time the campaign was over, Bryan estimated that he had traveled 18,009 miles, delivering six hundred speeches in twenty-seven states to some five million people.47

The first polls in 1896 revealed that Bryan had taken the lead and was already projected to hang on to it. Some Republicans feared that McKinley could even lose Ohio, his home state. “We could have beaten an old-fashioned Democratic nomination and ticket without half trying, but the new movement has stolen our thunder,” wrote Senator Eugene Hale of Maine.48

Hanna pleaded with McKinley to mimic Bryan’s stump-speech technique, warning that defeat was imminent if he didn’t. Still, McKinley would not budge from Canton. “I am going to stay here and do what campaigning there is to be done,” he told Hanna, arguing that Bryan had an unbeatable knack for relating to the common man. “If I took a whole train, Bryan would take a sleeper, if I took a sleeper, Bryan would take a chair car, if I took a chair car, he would ride a freight train. I can’t outdo him, and I am not going to try.”49 Stunned at Bryan’s popularity, the stock market swooned and McKinley’s base of support evaporated. Hanna reported glumly after a fund-raising trip in the August heat of Chicago and New York that the financial outlook for McKinley’s campaign was bleak and they would have to scale back their plans.50 John Hay saw industrialists who should have been working hard for McKinley checking out of the campaign. “[Bryan] has succeeded in scaring the goldbugs out of their five wits,” Hay wrote to a friend on September 8, 1896. “If he had scared them a little, they would have come down handsome to Hanna. But he has scared them so blue that they think they had better keep what they have got left in their pockets against the evil day.”51

With a full white beard and a balding scalp, James Hill roamed the corridors of his home in St. Paul, Minnesota, in the late summer of 1896, stewing over the Republicans’ troubles. “Home” for Hill was not a concept many Americans would have understood. The massive red sandstone building at 240 Summit Avenue looked more like a hotel than a house. Some twenty-two fireplaces warmed him during cold Midwestern winters, sixteen crystal chandeliers lit his way to dinner, and thirteen bathrooms stood ready to relieve any sudden calls of nature.

Undeterred by a childhood of modest means and limited education, Hill had built himself into an overachieving businessman. He established a flourishing anthracite coal business in St. Paul, served as a banking executive, and constructed a railroad network, earning the sobriquet “Empire Builder” in local headlines. He personally scouted a rail route over the Rocky and Cascade mountains, traveling by horseback for weeks in the wilderness. The line, finished in 1893, became the Great Northern Railway, running 1,700 miles from St. Paul to Seattle.

A Democrat, Hill watched with growing alarm as his party painted his economic class as greedy tyrants. Bryan, he concluded, simply could not be allowed to become president. And as a man of considerable power, Hill was in a position to do something about it. Although on the opposite end of the political spectrum, he knew Mark Hanna from old business dealings and believed he could help him with McKinley’s campaign. Hanna may have been an astute strategist, Hill thought, but he lacked the gravitas needed to convince America’s financiers to commit their precious money to McKinley’s cause. Hill, on other hand, was a well-known figure on Wall Street, having worked on railroad ventures with men such as J. P. Morgan.

During the week of August 15, 1896, Hill dressed Hanna in a convincing gray suit and led him over the length and breadth of Manhattan. Tracked by a bevy of reporters, the pair stepped out of their carriage at one stately address after another—the House of Morgan, the Pennsylvania Railroad offices, the investment bank Kuhn, Loeb & Co. Among the brass knobs and potted palms and polished wood, Hill assured his peers that the Republicans could still win this election. He reminded bankers, as if any reminder were needed, of one scary piece of the Democratic platform: the inflationary perils of silver. As any good fund-raiser knows, the easiest way to collect money is to have the rich ask one another on your behalf, and soon William Rockefeller was twisting arms from his house in the Hudson Valley. Cornelius Bliss personally traveled in his closed carriage around the southern tip of Manhattan. “The feeling about Mr. H. has changed,” wrote Wall Street attorney William Beer to a friend on August 20. “He has made a lot of these people see that he knows what he is doing.”52

But even more important, indeed pivotal to the election, was Hill’s reputation as a devout Democrat. When he and Hanna appeared in corporate boardrooms, they represented much more than the pleadings of the Republican Party. It was a bipartisan effort to fight the silver movement. Suddenly, corporate treasuries that previously had lain untapped in political campaigns because of the split party allegiances of directors—there were, it appears, at least a few Democrats on corporate boards—were thrown open to the benefit of a single party. For the Republicans it was a whole new source of funds that far exceeded private donations.53

One by one, Big Business opened the vaults. Standard Oil contributed $250,000, as did J. P. Morgan. The great meatpacking houses of Chicago were reported to have forked over $400,000. Attempting to systematize the contributions, Hill and Hanna convinced banks and trust companies to sign on to a formula by which they would contribute one-quarter of 1 percent of their capital.54 Officials at the New York Life Insurance Company and the Equitable companies later admitted that they gave large portions of their clients’ premiums to the Republican cause. Hanna was emboldened. When a few Wall Street types attempted to get off with only a $1,000 contribution, Hanna barked that the men were a “lot of God-damn sheep” and that it would serve them right if Bryan “kicked them to hell and gone.”55

As Republican boosters pulled wad after wad of bills out of their office safes, Hanna organized the first comprehensive mass mailing in American political history. Booklets, pamphlets, posters, and ready-to-print newspaper and magazine articles on McKinley were distributed to even the most isolated communities by overflowing train cars. The Review of Reviews reported that the 250 million Republican documents printed during this one campaign exceeded the sum of everything produced since the founding of the party by more than 50 percent. Lithographs, cartoons, and posters displayed McKinley as the “advance agent of prosperity,” while cartoons in Harper’s Weekly painted Bryan as an anarchist and an Antichrist.56 Immigrants were a particular target and materials were prepared in a multitude of languages: German, French, Spanish, Italian, Swedish, Norwegian, Danish, Dutch, Hebrew, and English. Five million families got material once a week, much of it targeted at the West, where the Republicans were weakest. The Republican Party’s regional headquarters were showered with money. Lunching with his Chicago campaign manager Charles Dawes in September, Hanna handed over an envelope containing fifty $1,000 bills, the contribution from a single railroad.57

Altogether, the Republican Party is thought to have raised $3.5 million, twice what it had collected in 1892.58

Now fully engaged in the election, business leaders took innovative and, the Democrats would say, unscrupulous steps to push McKinley’s candidacy. Railroads stuffed statements in pay envelopes, warning that business would grind to a stop if Bryan were elected. “Men, vote as you please,” the head of the Steinway piano works said, “but if Bryan is elected tomorrow, the whistles will not blow Wednesday morning.”59 On September 5, 1896, the McCormick Machine companies notified employees that they would shut down if Bryan won.60 Big insurance companies in New York and Connecticut dispatched local agents to individual farmers in Iowa, Indiana, and Illinois to tantalize them with five-year low-interest loan extensions if McKinley prevailed.61

Other large companies employed “contingent deals” to aid their candidate, placing orders with manufacturers under the proviso that they would be canceled if McKinley lost. On August 24, 1896, the Sargent & Greenleaf company of Rochester, New York, one of the largest lock and safe manufacturers, received an order for $4,000 on the condition of a McKinley victory. “If Bryan wins, the order is not to be filled,” the customer warned. It marked a historic shift in the role of business in American politics. William E. Chandler, a former Republican National Committee chairman, would later write of the 1896 election: “Four years ago for the first time corporations began to make political contributions directly from their corporate treasuries. Prior to that time no such thing would have been tolerated. In every corporation there were minority directors who would have arrested any such contributions by going to law, if necessary.”62

While the Republican Party was rolling in cash, the Democrats were floundering. On August 22, 1896, Democratic Party national chairman James K. Jones wrote an open letter pleading for funds: “No matter in how small sums, no matter by what humble contributions, let the friends of liberty and national honor contribute all they can to the good cause.”63 His top fund-raiser, William Randolph Hearst, offered to match contributions dollar for dollar but eventually handed over a scant $40,901.20, a drop in the bucket compared to the Republican haul.64 So short of funds were the Democrats that in the early stages of the campaign, Bryan had to make all his own travel arrangements, ride on normal trains, and even carry his own luggage.65 “We could have raised $100,000 four years ago easier than we can raise ten now,” Senator Henry M. Teller of Colorado said.66 All told, the Democrats were believed to have collected $425,000.

Around the country, Democrats watched in horror as anecdotal evidence mounted that the Republican strategy was swaying voters. One man entered the Democratic headquarters in Chicago loudly sobbing that he had been threatened with dismissal because he was a leader in the local campaign.67 “If I were a working man and had nothing but my job, I am afraid when I came to vote I would think of Mollie and the babies,” Senator Teller admitted to colleagues. Opinion polls also showed McKinley was closing ground on Bryan and even overtaking him. Iowa, for example, had in early September appeared to be safely in Bryan’s hands. But when a second survey was conducted six weeks later—one that followed a massive Republican blitz—it was discovered that McKinley was the state’s new most-favored candidate.68 By late September the betting public had also made up its mind. Oddsmakers Ullman & Ranking installed McKinley as a two-and-a-half-to-one favorite.

On October 31, 1896, just days before the election, New Yorkers witnessed a most unusual street protest. An unlikely army of millionaires, lawyers, journalists, and university professors marched shoulder to shoulder in their bowler hats and overcoats from the Battery in lower Manhattan to Fortieth Street to voice their support for the gold standard. All told, one hundred thousand people made the journey, cheered on by a quarter million spectators lining the sidewalks several rows deep. For a New York Times reporter, it was a moving sight, the cream of New York society taking to the streets on behalf of McKinley, accompanied by one hundred bands, chanting like college students and lustily singing favorites such as “The Star-Spangled Banner,” “Rally Round the Flag,” and “John Brown’s Body.”

“Never before in the world’s history have so many citizens in time of peace in any country rallied to march under the country’s flag,” the Times gushed. “Never before in this nation’s history have so many flags been waved as were waved by the army that mustered in the streets of New York City yesterday.”69

Several days later, on November 3, 1896, Americans eagerly cast their votes in what had become one of the most captivating presidential campaigns in the nation’s history. They rushed to the polls in record numbers, so enthusiastic that in many towns and cities most ballots were cast before lunch. Carriages that political parties made available to transport the faithful stood idle by the afternoon, their work done. The Iowa State Register noted that Des Moines had “never before witnessed an election in which the voters were got out with so little effort.” The Pittsburgh Post reported that little business had been transacted that day: “The streets were only sprinkled with people and altogether a sort of Sunday air pervaded the old city and the North side.” Not until 1908 would as many ballots be cast in a presidential election again.70

As the workday ended and the process of ballot counting commenced, crowds began to gather on street corners and in newspaper offices. In the larger cities, newspapers projected the results onto hastily erected canvas screens with stereopticon projectors. In Chicago, twenty-five thousand people swarmed to the Coliseum to watch an election-night show sponsored by the Tribune. In Philadelphia an estimated one hundred thousand people surged up and down its main avenues, one “callow youth” blowing horns with such frequency that “all his neighbors in the crowd wished that they might be transported … to some foreign isle.” In San Francisco, someone hooked up a steam whistle that, with every report for McKinley, was sounded so that it could be heard for several blocks. In Atlanta, Bryan boosters braved a steady rain, cheering what few reports came in for their candidate.

At McKinley’s home on Market Avenue North in Canton, fans packed the yard and the adjoining streets as they had throughout the campaign. Whistles blew insistently; chilled boosters lit small bonfires, boys climbed nearby trees. McKinley came out to acknowledge the throng once, but realizing he couldn’t possibly be heard, simply smiled, waved, and went back inside to wait out the night in his office with a few close friends. Outside the door, the house hummed with the clicking of specially installed long-distance telephone lines and telegraph machines. Excited clerks rushed about with the most recent results. As each new report came in, McKinley added the numbers to columns on sheets of light green paper, figuring and refiguring how close he was to winning the election. During lulls, he puffed on cigars or walked across the hall to the parlor where Ida kept a vigil with her knitting.

As expected, McKinley easily carried most of New England and the eastern seaboard down to Maryland. But as the evening wore on, a vast swath of twenty-one states, from North Dakota to Maine and Oregon and California, also fell into his grasp. Bryan, who should have been able to count on a solid result from the South, watched states such as West Virginia and Kentucky tilt Republican. In the electoral college, that added up to a decisive McKinley victory, 271 electoral votes to 176. Still, the election had been uncomfortably close. Bryan received 6.5 million votes, not far behind McKinley’s 7.1 million.71 According to one calculation, a change of 34,000 votes in Ohio, Indiana, and Kentucky could have given Bryan a majority in the electoral college.72 Only long after friends had phoned in their congratulations did McKinley feel secure enough to go to bed. Before turning in, he and Ida went to Mother McKinley and shared the news. While they thought nobody was looking, they kneeled at her bed, Mother wrapping her arms around her son and daughter-in-law. “Oh God, keep him humble,” she prayed.73
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