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Who'’s the Boss?

King of the Bowery

Big Tim Sullivan, Tammany Hall, and
Hl.-w "lrnr'll: ﬂih' I'mm II'I.-I'.' G"l!l!l:\i J'Lpt'
to the Progressive Era

Richavd F. Welch
I..llrll'l]h o ki L:I'\.ll.il"ll-llr Presa, 350, 224 M-

ingg of the Bowvery is o lively, schod-

nrly acconmi of the life and times

of Thmothiy |, Sullivan, AA Big
Tim—a moniker that described Sulli-
var s physical ond political presence and
distinguished him from his cousin and
conaigliore, Litthe Tim. It is abo o neces-
sary ook for anyone unsatisfied by the
usual histories of [rish-American urban
political mochines, which redisce some
of the most successful and long-lived
political operations in L1LS. history toa
tale of Ceesarean simplicity: They camse,
they saw, they stale. { The coda hardly
needs stating: good riddamce.)

The Irlsh=-American boss has rarely
beon awarded coreful appraisal of the
kind rthat Welch, a historian at €. W
Posr College of Long Island and the au-
thoe of severn] well-regarded books, gives
Sullivan. In Myitenies of My Father, Tom
Fleming provided an intimate picture
of the Jersey City machine, and Wil-
linm Kennedy's rendering of the Albany
machine in his novel Kosooe is brillan:
.'||;|..,| |‘;|r SLIPETIOT, 10 WY pulﬂ'l‘h!:!‘l.l’.. 1o The
Lt Hurvah, Edwin OConnors somantic
nitasy ul'u.‘rn'l the last |.{.I'|.1- of Bosron's
Jaines Michae]l Curley. [ The real skinrvy
on Curley is [aid our with grear detail
and insighr in Jack Beary's The Rascal
King. }

A a peneril rule, however, the bosses
(“If | were a Republican they'd call me
i leader,” complaned Tom Prendergast,
I!Ihr.: tl;'..l-l.‘ll."l'.l'l"lﬂﬁ- of Kansas EI.['!.'} Fenve b
more involed thon analyzed, their col-
lective specter an ever-potent reminder
of the had ald days of the ancien machene
before the enlightened classes profes-

sionalized povernment and a college
degroe came 13 e S00n a8 2 proroguisite
for public office. For example, in The
Tiger, a well-written if standard retelling
iof Tammany Hall's rise and fll, Oliver
Allen framed the laoting valee of the
machine in the resction it engendered.
“Finally, hissory cagghit wp with the Hall,™
e concluded. The clectorate caught on
arxd puat an end o its epsc thievery. “Hone
el graft once socomcd almost pooper, but
then conflict-of-intceest Lws banuned "
(Whether it cured of even reduced it is
another mattee.)

Giradually, a revisionise movement
hat begun to push back againag such
one-dimensional accounting. Kenneth
Ackerman’s fine 2005 biography Boss
Tuved underlines thoe Twead and his ring,
often rogrded aa prototype and nonpascil
of political thievery, were in yync with
theirs times. In 1573, a6 Twood underwent
trial and conviction and Mark Twain
branded an entire era with the tithe of his
novel The Gibdad Agr, the collapse of Jay
Cooke’s much-hyped Northern Pacific
Railroad set off a financial panic and the
Credie Mobilier revelations exposed the

Ermmany Hall e Fdoh Sreet, Mew York Oog 1974

Books

depth of comaption in President Ulysses
Grant’s administradan, { Tweed stands
oart for the face that he was one of the
very few players in .'m',.'uf' these schemes
to see the inside of o jail ¢ell.)

Wale Whitman summed up the meta-
partisan ethic of the kleptocracy this
way: “The depravity of the business
classes of our country is not less than
has been supposed but infinively groa -
er. The offbcial services of America, nas
tional, state, and nlul:l.l-:.'lrluh in il] their
brang bees and I.h'[h.l:l‘l:lrlrl'l"...illt‘ st
o in cormuption, bribery, falsehood, and
mal-adminstrmton.”

Without excusing or minimizing the
Bona’s grand larcenies, Ackerman made
clear thar Tweed was moee than a mere
plunderer. A Protestant whao'd ilimed
with nativism, Tweed beought the lridh
irmmmigrant poor into the political process.
Instead of regarding them os o threat 10
be confronted and policed, he offered
them assistance and work, gave their
concerns a venue for expression;, and
never condescended. To reformens, he
wonld adwanys bbe the poster child for civic
wilksirvy. To the Irish poor, many of whom
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recalled the Famine not as distane folk
memory but as scaring personal exper-
ence of starvation, desperation, eviction,
emigration, and discrimination, Toeed
would remain a hero.

To be fair, the Tammany chicfs wha
Folbowed Teeed didnt make it casy for
historians to fill in the blanks and de-
velop a munded portrait of their thinking
and actions. Even when they weren't
a5 devoutly aciium as Chades Francis
Murphy, who camed the title *The Silent
Boss,” the chicls and sachems of Tum-
many were not aposthes of public disclo-
sure. Mancy Joan 'Weis made o valiane
effort 1o overcome this obstacle in her
brief and groundbreaking 1968 study,
Charles Francis Murphy, |854-1924: Re-
spectabiity and Responsibdiny m Toammuy
Pobincs. Weiss rescued Murphy from gray
memory & the boss who mentored Al
Smith and bartled William Bandolph
Hewrsz. {Im Ctizen Kemie, Oson Welless
fictionalized version of Hearses life, the
Murphy-like boss, played by character
actor Ray Collins, is named Jim Ger-
tyr.) Weiss made clear the ceneral role
Murphy played in framing and enact-
ing the sweeping agendn of wcial leg-
islation and progressive reform in New
York State that became the model for
the Mew Deal.

mg of the Bowery rakes this process

of revisionism a very large step

forward, Welch gives us o boss
i full: polivician, gambler, progressive,
griafrer, promoter, and proteceor of all
the amusements, licit and otherorise,
that Howered along the Bowery. (Sul-
livan vehemently denied being involved
i prestitution, which doesn't mean be
wann t an accommeadating friend to those
whao were.) As well as King of the Bow-
ery, many awarded him another crown:
King of the Underworld.

When he ran for Congress in 1902, the
edirorialises at the New York Times were
ppoplectic, fulminating that Sullivan’s
conchidacy was inconceivable “anywhere
outaide a Tasmmany barmoom” and thae he
was “uimply niod fit 1o be elecred in a civi
lized community.™ Big Tim gave it right
back. =1 men'c afraid of nny newspaper,”
he sabd. "My opponenis will hold me up

toy ridicule on my mannerisma. But they
are the mannerisms of the people. And
they are the mannerizms of your children
and your children's children.™ The people
gave him the election by an uncivilized
{at least it must have seemed that way
to the Tenes) three-to-one margin.

The roots of Big Tim's machine and of
the Tammany machine it wos pant of —as
well as of ins Insh-American counterpans
in other citics—were in the catastrophic
potato famine that overwhelmed reland
in the 1840 The Sullivans were among
the thirteen thousand tenants on the
County Kerry latifundin of the Manquis
of Lansdowne, a population routinely
described by observers as “half noked,”
“half fed,” and “wretched.™ In December
1850, faced with the expense of main-
raining sarving, destitute tenones in the
local poorhouse, the Marquis paid o
have them shipped o America. They
armived in-a condition, writes one his-
rorian, “thar even jaded Mew Yorkers
fonand appalling.”

The Sullivans and their neighbors
knew firsthand the consequences of
being disorganized amd powerless, an the
mercy of aristocrats, proselytizers, moral
reformiers, economic theorists, those with
the desire and means to control their
destinies. There were no academies to
teach them stratepies for collective ur-
vival. A deeply mural people suddenly
ihmsst into the lower intesnines of one
of the fastest-prowing cities on carth,
lscking the capiral, skills, and education
to storm the Anglo-Saxon bastions of
finance and bip business, they had one
potent weapon: the vote.

Finding themselves in a hostile envi-
ronment and faced with a growing na-
tivist reaction, the [rish recognized that
sarvival depended on ongonization. They
mvested huge amounts of money, effort,
and time in constructing what was, in
effect, a parallel social system, building
therr own churches, funding schools and
charitable instivutions, statfing religious
ceders, and foumding unions and frterral
sOChetbes.

Nowhere was this passion for orga:
nizatkon more olwvioas than in polithce
Among the membens ond appomers of
Tammany Hall, in facr, the prefermed

verm of seli-reference wain't “the ma-
chine™ but "the Omgandsation.” In the
wards of Little Tim: *Onganization, 1o
be effective in representation as well as
action, must medn organieation all year
round,” Welch estimates that Tammany's
district captnins could field about nincty
thousand precinct workers ina normal
election year.

Mo scholar 1 know of has examined
Tammany's roots in Ireland, especially
in the intense culture war that raged
there in the wake of Catholic eman.
cipation. But in her deeply rescarched
baok, The Bible War tn Ineland: The Sec-
ond Reformation and the Podarization of
Progesumy-Catholic Relasons, 18001840,
histortan Irene Whalen writes that, as a
result of the mounring pressure browght
on Catholics to convert, "creation of a
fortress strucure o protect s flock from
assimilaion” became the *first preroga-
tive” of the church in Ireland and ics
counterpart in America. Similarly, like
the church, the machine was a redoubt,
a place where the Ieish immigramt com-
munity coubd resist dissolution and as-
similation, regroup, and move forward
L RS o Rerims.

In the beginning, the machine’s main
purpose wis defensives keeping power out
of thve hands of its nativist snd upper-clas
enemies. Getting elected was a means as
well as an end. The lack of a coherent
political philosophy to define and drive
the machine has often been taken as a
sign of the intellectual poverty of the
bosses. In Daniel Parrick Moynihan's
famous formulation, they knew how 1o
get power but not what to do with
e they had got it

The traditional view of the Trish-
American machine as a rapacious tiger,
with a large appetite and a little brain,
overlooks two important facts. Finst, in
getting and retaining power, the machine
kept it out of the hands of mostly Prot-
estant upper-cliss reformen and middle-
elass “goo-goos” | Tammany's term for
"ol povernment” sviocazes ) who were
often condescending and contempiu-
wonns of those they mrgeted for material
improvement, mosl wplife, and social
control.

Ax Steven Hahin makes clear in A



Nation Undfer Onr Feer: Black Poleoical
Smpeles m the Rural South from Slavery
g the Cirest Migration, the so-called Re-
demption that overthrew Reconstrc
thon in the South and resuliod in drastic
curtnilment of African-Amencan Vol -
iz rights had its Nosthern counterpart
armong Brahmin intellectuaks who fretted
about the need to restrice the franchise
and called for = purnfying” the ballot box,
*cleansing’ the electorate, and securing
ihe “educared” in their proper place as
the governing class.”

Second, the machine didn’t stand
still. It evolved. In the beginning it
was enough for it 10 serve a8 2 quai-so-
cial-service agency whose grafting and
stealing were overlooked by its follow-
er5, 0 subsiantial number of whom were
irs beneficiaries. Among the well-to-
do ond the business commumity, there
were many who, though they loathed
the machine’s personalities and practic-
i, nppreciated it generally cooperative
e s proeaueo it itude and it avendon 1o
working-cles mdicalism or the kind of
incendinry politics thar could lead the
“elamperous clises™ to o repetition of the
chizasteoas Dienft Riots of 1863, For their
part, the bosaes were smant enough to
imtniie that eadicalisem wos far more Hlos
Iy than cotmption o bring prosscution
and imprsonment.

But times changed, and so did the
machine. Eventually, it threw in its
lest with those progressives and liberals
who wanted to bring capitalism, not
deren, but under control. (I was thie al-
linnce—mare than anything else—har
made the welfare state possible and ren-
dered the machine obsolete, leaving the
Tiger a stuffed and mounted exhibit in
a duat-covered museum hall.)

he story of this remarkable

tranaformation is 8t the hearr of

Welch's enlightening snd sbsorb-
i book. Big Tim not only embodied the
Irish-American transition from outsid-
ers to indkders but helped bring iz about.
"Profeundly Irsh by b, heritape, and
experience,” writes Welch, “[Sullivan]
beld Lirde in che way of ethno-religious
prejudices and ook people as he found
them. Brought up in abject poverty

himself, his worldview was refracred
through o prism of ¢lass consciousness
that owed nothing 1o theory and ideol-
oy and everything o expericnce and
pracuicality.”

By the time Big Tim came along the
Irish were o dwindling presence in the
crowded wards of the Lower Enst Side.
Bt like cabier Tammony leaders, includ-
ing Johnny Ahern, Al Smith, and Jazz
Ape mayor Jimmy Walker, this bothered
Big Tim nor ac all: “If he found non-
Irishers with the talents he valued he
shiowed nio hesitation in placing them
in command of clection districts. Soon
a number of his caprains were Giermans,
lews, or lralians whose mpport with
thicir brethren kept the Bowery Demio-
cratic and instilled a sense of boyalty 1o
Sullivan thar ranscended ethnic and
relipious divisions,” { Among his progé-
pis was lependnry gambber and mecketeer
Amold Rothsrein, the model for Meyer
Wolisheim in The Grear Gagsby.)

Like a fewdal baron, Big Tim was
content 1o male his own fictdom and
o be a kingmaker rather than king.
His bargesse was traly baronial. Remem-
hering his own childhood poverty, he
provided free shoes to sehoalchildoen
and held massive Chrstinas dinners for
the downi=and-out.

Above all, Big Tim never tired in his
preference for experience over theory.
Hiz support for women's suttrage ovwed
nothing to abstract notions of human
wquality. He was an advocate of equal
righrs because, having witnessed the
srruggle of his mother and sisters, he
recognized thar “withour the vote, es-
pecially in the lower walks of life, the
women don't have a chance. [f anyone
wants anything i is the mom who gets it,
because he hins the vore.” His dismissal
of o proposal to elose Coney Island on
Sundmys was &S sccinet as it wis sage:
“The mose ridiculous thing that | ever
beard of. It is o case of eleven thowand
people trying 1o wa 2 million, and it
cannot succeed.”

Perhnps the finest eribute Big Tim ever
received camie n 1936, twenty-five years
after his death, from a former colleague
in the Mew York Stare Senate, & Har-
vard-educated potrician who began his
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career with an active disdain for crude,
low-class pols of the Tammany ilk. Bow,
on the eve of World War I, President
Frankdin Roosevelt was visited by Frances
Perkins, the first woman cabiner secre-
tary, who pleaded for a loosening of the
immigration quoras preventiing many
Jewish refugees from entering the coun-
try, Perkins had known borh Sullivan
and FDR in their Senare days. While
impressed by Big Tim, she recalled FDR
as “just an ordinary, intelligent, and cor-
TOCL young man,”

Thie personal and passionate nature
of Perkins's pleas, said FDR, pur him in
mind of their munel scquaintance from
years before:

*Tim Sullivan® he recalled o Perkins,
S piy sy thiit the America of the fisture
swoudd be made st of the people who had
come over in stecrage and who knew in
theit oo hecarts and lives the difference
between being despised and being accepted
and liked.” The president paused for a few
:-ecnmh, arid then weni on. “Poor old Tim
Sallivan never understood ahoit modem
poditics, bug he was right about the human
heart.™

Large as Big Tim once loomed in the
life of Bew York Ciry, memory of him
rueickly shrank to a few races: an ordi-
nance against carrying concealed weap-
ons thar soill bears his name, and the
eastem end of Delancey Street, renamed
Kenmare to honor the Irish village in
which his beloved mocher was bom (and
where, during the Famine, the dead lay
unburied in the streets). With King of the
Beonvery, Richard Welch has rescwed Big
T froam undeserved ohscurivy and given
him his due as “the last grear—grear-
est—practitionver of nineteenth-cenury
urhban politics,”

Bt caveat lector: you don't have to
be an Irish American or 8 Mew Yorker
or & Democrat to-enjoy this book. All
your have to be is interested in @ well-
todd srory that is also o first-rare work
of history. m
Peter Cruinm; i freqeent conmmibutor, is the
awthar of Looking for Jimmy, a collection of
extrys om the Irish-Americom experience, and
the novels Hour of the Caot and Banished
Children of Eve.

Charles R. Morris

Oops

The Great Inflation

and Its Aftermath
The Past and Future of American
Alfluence

Fobert |, Somielson
Random House, 826, 3 Lpp.

ook publishing schedubes are cucl.

Robert ). Samselson, & Mewsweek

colummnist and sel-confessed “dow
writer,” most likely starved on this book
i 2005 or 5o when the economy was
booming. He would have mmed in the
final manuscrigr abour @ year and a half
A 25 the yawning cracks in Wall Street’s
underpinmings were fise becoming cleardy
visible.

Samuelson's primary ropic is what be
calls the “Loér Hiswory™ of the grear infla-
piogy of 1968582, and irs subjugarion by
the combined efforts of former Federal
Beserve Chairman Paul AL Volcker and
President Ronald Reagrmn, He overstanes
the extent o which the episode has bieen
forparten—rthe Wall Srreer Josmmal has
used ir s o bopeyman against all forms
of povernment ervention ever since.
Bur The Great Inflazion may be the firse
popular ook devoted enrirely o the sub-
ject, and Samuelson is surely righe thar
it is a crirical period in recent economic
hiscory.

The history of the buildup of the
inflationary infection and its eventual
canquest is acourate and complete, al-

though oddly crganized. Through the
first half of the book, Samuelson rrears
inflarion as if it were solely a mater of
povernment fiscal and moneary policy,
&5 ANY conservave economists do. I
is only after he has finished thar story
that he flashies hack, a:bic awkwardly
and oo briefly, o more fundamental
caises relaring 1o the privibeged position
of American business in the firse three-
quarters of the rwenrieth cenmury,

America’s leading companies mapidly
putsrripped their European competitors
srartimgy in the Lwe nineteenth cenrury,
achieving neac-global dominance by
abowt 19135, Bat from that porint I:]'|:'|.'
quickly serrled i a comforatde world
of managed comperition and “admins-
rered,” or camelized, pricing. Except for
the entry of companies in entirely new
industries like relevision and airlines,
the roster of the top hundred companies
barely chanpged unil the 1980s.

Bt thar sustained success dido't stem
from LS, competitivencss. [t was mostly
becase their global peers regularly blew
each orher up. American companics
emerged from the two world wars not
only unscathed bor as virmually the sole
supplices to former combatants. By the
19505, big LS. companies and - their
unions were lolling in a lazy world of
"planned obsolescence,™ locked-in wage/
price increases, and falling producriviy.
It was anly after the furious comperitive
aesault from the Japanese and Germians

“Heads, we dovwnsize. Tails, we reward our incomretent
mammagement with hig bonwses."™
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